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After the death of his father, Grayson Conner finds himself 
running Sunset Ridge Stables, a prosperous horse breeding 
operation just outside of Wellington, Arkansas. Since riding a 
horse for the first time, Gray had known running the ranch 
would be his destiny. Years spent watching his father 
negotiate and build the ranch into a highly respected 
operation had prepared him well. 


In need of a manager to oversee the hired hands, Gray hires 
Jack ‘Ram’ Ramsdale, a sexy temptation that could spell 
nothing but trouble. For years, Gray had managed to keep 


his sexual preferences away from the ranch, but the 
introduction of Ram into his life changed everything. 


Ram falls in love with Sunset Ridge Stables the first time he 
steps foot on the ranch with its rolling green hills and views 
to take a person’s breath away. The handsome ranch owner 
is definitely a bonus, but more than anything Ram is 
searching for a place to belong. 


With temptation at his fingertips, Gray gives in to his 
feelings and begins an intense affair with his new manager. 
For a few blissful months he believes he can have it all, the 
ranch and a man he loves at his side. But when local gossip 
threatens the reputation of the Sunset Ridge, Gray and Ram 
are forced to make an important decision. Give up their 
relationship or lose everything they’ve worked for. 
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Chapter One 


Riding over the crest of Tucker’s Hill, Grayson Conner 
surveyed the ranch below. It was a beautiful place with 
neatly kept white clapboard buildings dotting the landscape. 


Sunset Ridge Stables consisted of the main house, barn, 
stables, bunkhouses and various other small outbuildings. 
From his vantage point the ranch looked like its own small 
town. 


He kicked Bellamy, his dark grey stallion, into a canter as 
they rode down towards the ranch. Sunset Ridge was 
swarming with workers, everyone getting ready for the 
barbecue later that night. The party had been an annual 
event since Gray’s father, Jeremiah, had run the stables. 


Once a year the stable hosted friends and business 
associates from across the country. 


This year was no exception, even though Jeremiah had 
passed away not more than six months earlier. 


Gray’s jaw tightened. Jeremiah Conner had been an 
excellent horseman but a lousy father. His temper had been 
legendary and he’d often taken it out on his only son. 


Gray’s sister, Rebecca, had always been Jeremiah’s little 
angel, a girl who could do no wrong in her father’s eyes. 
Rebecca Conner was in fact as far from an angel as a person 
could get. She’d left home when she’d turned eighteen to 
follow a rodeo rider across the country. 


She'd returned eighteen months later with a baby girl. 
Raleigh Conner had been on the Sunset Ridge ever since. 


Rebecca had found a new man to follow not a year after 
she’d moved home, abandoning her own daughter. 


Rebecca still showed up from time to time, mostly when she 
was broke and between men. Even after all that, Jeremiah 
had never had a bad word to say about her, but Gray had 
plenty. Raleigh had grown into a beautiful but very spoilt 
young woman. Until his death, Jeremiah had doted on his 
granddaughter. 


As Gray rode into the ranch yard he saw Raleigh sitting on 

the front porch of the main house sipping tea. He shook his 
head. Gray loved his niece something fierce but she surely 
was a handful at times. 


He dismounted Bellamy and handed his reins to John. 
“How’s everything comin’ 


along?” 
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“Real good, Mr Conner. Everyone’s just puttin’ the finishin’ 
touches on the ranch.” 


Gray nodded. “Would you brush Bellamy down and put him 
in the corral for now? | want him locked up tonight but no 
sense in making him stay inside all day.” He started to walk 
off but John stopped him. 


“Sir, Miss Raleigh had me put Buttercup in the corral. | don’t 
think you want the two horses together, do ya?” John looked 
down at his boots. 


Rubbing his jaw, Gray looked towards the corral. “No, we 
definitely can’t have that. Go ahead and put Buttercup in 
the pasture.” He walked towards the porch, thanking his 
workers as he went. He took the steps two at a time and 
stood in front of his niece. 


“Why did you have John put Buttercup in the corral? I’ve told 
you more than once to have her turned out into the pasture. 
The corral should be reserved for the stallions. They’re the 
ones that need to be kept separate from the rest of the 
herd.” He looked down at his bored-looking niece, waiting 
for her reply. 


“I knew the hands would be busy later with the party, and | 
knew it would take me forever to get her into the stable if 
she were in the pasture.” She looked pleadingly up at her 
uncle. 


Gray blew out a breath and leant down to kiss Raleigh on 
the forehead. “lIl get her into the stable for you later, 
pumpkin, but you’ve got to keep her out of the corral.” 


Raleigh smiled and nodded her head. “Yes, Uncle Gray.” 


Gray smiled back at her. “You’d best get ready for the party. 
| ‘magine folks’ll start getting here in a couple hours.” He 
kissed the top of her head once more and disappeared into 
the house. 


Gray entered his study and sat at the big mahogany desk. 
Looking at the blank computer screen in front of him he 
reached over and turned it on. He needed to get on the 
Internet and find a new manager. 


He’d terminated Jim Thompson two weeks earlier and had 
yet to replace him. Jim had been his father’s yes man and 
when Jeremiah had died Jim had had the impression he was 
the new boss around the Sunset Ridge. After repeatedly 
explaining to the stubborn fool that he was in fact the owner 
and Jim was just an employee, the dumb ass had actually 
taken a swing at him. Gray had fired him on the spot, giving 
him one hour to clear out. 


Gray surfed the net for the next hour looking for an 
available manager. He finally gave up and went to put 
Buttercup into the stables for the night. After taking a quick 
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changed into a pair of khaki pants and a plain white polo 
shirt. Heading downstairs he stopped at Raleigh’s room. 


“You about ready, pumpkin?” 
“I'll be down in about twenty minutes.” 


Gray headed out of the front door and on to the deep front 
porch. The yards and buildings looked great. The ranch 
hands had even trimmed the bushes. The flowers along the 
porch railing and front walk were in full bloom and the smell 
in the air was sweet. 


Ten minutes later the first of the guests began to arrive. A 
couple of his men stood out front and pointed the way to the 
parking area, which in reality was just the open field beside 
the barn. Gray walked down the steps to meet his arriving 


guests, most of whom had been coming to the party for 
years. He shook hands and greeted his visitors as he 
showed them to the party tent. 


He heard his name and turned around. Bob Ramsdale, one 
of his father’s old friends, extended his hand in greeting. 
“How're ya doin’, Gray?” 


Gray smiled, “Just fine, Mr Ramsdale, and you?” Gray 
couldn’t help but notice the tall man standing behind the 
short and pudgy Bob Ramsdale. Gray allowed his eyes a 
moment to wander over the attractive sun-bronzed face of 
the stranger. 


“I’m real good. Oh, hey, I’d like to introduce you to my 
nephew Jack.” 


Jack stepped to the side and then forward, extending his 
hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr Conner. My uncle Bob’s talked 
about the Sunset Ridge for years. | was in town visiting and 
couldn’t resist coming to look at your stables.” 


Gray shook hands with the most attractive man he’d ever 
met. The feel of Jack Ramsdale’s hand in his sent sparks 
through his body. He gripped the hand a little tighter, not 
ready to release it yet. “I’m glad you came. I'll have to show 
you around later.” 


“I'd like that, but please call me Ram.” He let go of Gray’s 
hand. 


“Well, who do you have here, Uncle Gray?” 


Gray hadn’t even seen Raleigh coming. He turned towards 
her and almost swallowed his tongue. Raleigh had on a very 
Short bright red halter dress and spiked heels. He narrowed 


his eyes, promising a stiff reprimand, and turned towards his 
guests. 


“You remember Bob Ramsdale and this is his nephew Ram. 
I'd like you to meet my niece, Raleigh Conner.” Gray 
stepped back so the two could shake hands. 


“Nice to meet you, Miss Conner.” 
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Raleigh took another step closer to Ram. “The pleasure’s all 
mine.” 


Gray cleared his throat. “I’m glad the two of you could 
come. Please help yourself to some refreshments while 
Raleigh and I greet a few more guests. Ram, l'Il catch up 
with you as soon as I can for that tour.” 


Raleigh pulled on Gray’s sleeve. “I’d be happy to give Ram a 
tour. | Know you have a lot of guests to see to.” 


Pulling Raleigh by the arm Gray excused them. He walked 
her towards the porch in long angry strides. “You, young 
lady, will go up to your room and put on an outfit fitting for a 
young lady of seventeen.” 


“I’m a woman now and there’s nothing wrong with what I’m 
wearing.” She tried to pull away from her uncle. 


Gray continued to walk her towards the front door. “I will not 
allow you to walk around a bunch of drinking men dressed 


So...inappropriately. Now go do what you're told.” 


He released her arm and watched her stomp her way up the 
porch steps. 


Walking back to the party tent he thought about Jack 
Ramsdale. He remembered his dad telling him several years 
ago that Bob’s nephew was working in Arizona at a horse 
ranch. Gray ran his fingers through his short black hair. Even 
though Ram would be a temptation he couldn’t afford 
personally, he wondered if he could try and talk him into 
hiring on at the Sunset Ridge. 


He continued to greet new arrivals for the next hour. Raleigh 
finally reappeared in a floral skirt and white peasant top. 
Gray nodded his approval from across the lawn, but she 
turned up her nose at him and flounced off. 


Gray decided to get to Ram before Raleigh did. He knew 
that look in the girl’s eye. She would try to work her magic 
on Ram just as she did every available bachelor in the 
county. 


He found Ram leaning against the barn drinking a beer. 
“Sorry it took so long. There are more guests here than 
usual.” He went to stand beside Ram in the shadows of the 
barn. 


Ram straightened and held up his beer. “Not a problem, Mr 
Conner. I’ve been perfectly content to stand in the shadows 
and watch the goings on.” 


“Please call me Gray. Well...shall we begin the tour?” He 
took a step back and made a sweeping motion with his 
hand. 
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Ram just nodded and followed Gray into the horse barn. 
“This is where we stall the stallions. We’ve got three 
separate stables on the Sunset Ridge, one for the stallions, 
one for the geldings and mares we use as work horses and 
one for the brood mares.” 


Gray pointed to the various stud stallions giving Ram bits of 
information as they walked. Ram stayed quiet for the most 
part, only asking questions occasionally. Gray was 
impressed with Ram’s knowledgeable questions. 


When they got to the end of the third stable Gray turned 
towards Ram. “So...| remember my father telling me you’re 
a trainer over in Arizona.” 


“Yep. "m 


“Well I was just wondering whether you ever thought about 
a change of scenery. I’d like you to work for me here in 
Texas. I’m short a manager right now. We've still got a 
general foreman but he’s damn near seventy and sticks 
pretty close to the barn these days. 


What I need is a man that knows horses and can keep the 
rest of the men lined out. Most of them are fairly young and 
they need a firm hand at times to keep ‘em in line.” Gray 
gave Ram a salary number that made the handsome man’s 
eyebrows shoot up. 


Ram rubbed his slightly stubbled chin. He looked around at 
the stables. “I’ve been giving a lot of thought to moving 


back to Arkansas lately. My momma’s been sick quite a bit, 
and I’d like to be closer to her. | could see myself fitting in 
here on the Sunset Ridge, but I’d insist on doing things my 
way with the hands. That’s not to say | won’t be open to 
suggestions, but I’ve given orders for too many years to 
start takin’ em again.” 


Gray looked him in the eye and thought about what he’d 
said. Finally, he nodded and stuck his hand out. “That 
sounds reasonable as long as you understand that in the 
end I’m still the boss. But l'Il leave the ranch hands to you. 
I'd even see to it that you got your own house to live in. Well 
not really a house but there’s a nice loft-style apartment 
over the four car garage that used to be mine before my 
father passed away. It would be a lot better than sharing a 
room in the bunkhouse and until Slim dies the manager’s 
house has been promised to him by my father. He doesn’t 
leave the house much, so he shouldn’t get in your way.” 


Smiling, Ram took the offered hand and shook it. “l'Il give it 
some serious thought tonight and let you know in the 
morning.” 


“Why don’t you come by tomorrow for lunch?” 


“Sounds good. | can be here around noon. That sound all 
right to you?” 
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Gray put his hand on Ram’s shoulder. “l'Il be expectin’ you.” 
Gray walked Ram back out to the party. With a parting pat 
on the back, Gray went to mingle with the rest of his guests. 


x OK OK OX 


Ram immediately went to the make-shift bar and retrieved 
another bottle of beer from the stock tank full of ice and 
cold bottles. He opened the beer and took a long pull, 
downing half the bottle. He had a lot of thinking to do and 
this definitely wasn’t the place for it. There was just 
something about Grayson Conner that made him want to 
quit the best job he’d ever had and move back to Texas. 
Ram had never felt an overwhelming desire to lick a 
stranger in his life, but the second he’d seen Gray that’s 
exactly what he wanted to do. 


Ram was a loner and he liked it that way. He was close to his 
momma and his uncle Bob but that was the extent of his 
allies. He didn’t have a single friend in Arizona and he’d 
lived there for damned near ten years. He was perfectly 
content to do his job and travel every couple of months to 
Phoenix to feed his sexual hunger. Ram had never been in a 
relationship and wasn’t interested in one. So why did 
working for Gray appeal to him on so many different levels? 


Ram found himself smiling. The fact that Gray was sex ona 
stick could have something to do with it. The ranch owner 
had everything in one tall well-muscled package—black hair, 
bronze skin and eyes the colour of liquid silver. The eyes got 
Ram most of all. Damn. 


If Ram guessed right, Gray had felt the same instant 
attraction he’d felt. Now he was actually considering putting 
himself in the centre of all that heat. He was pondering the 
job when someone took hold of his arm. He looked down to 


see Raleigh, Gray’s niece, looking up at him with stars in her 
eyes. 


“Havin’ a good time?” He tactfully pulled his arm out of her 
grasp and took another drink of his beer. 


“I’m bored, and | thought | could show you around the 
ranch.” She reached up and latched on to his arm once 
more, making sure to rub her breast against him. Oh, if she 
only knew. 


“| appreciate the offer, but I’ve already had a tour.” He tried 
to walk away respectfully, but Raleigh was having none of it. 
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“Dance with me, Ram.” 


It wasn’t a question. It was more like an order, and Ram 
didn’t take orders. “Don’t dance.” He pulled his arm away 
and walked off towards the bar to get another beer. As he 
reached for a bottle, a small female hand also reached for 
one. Ram raised an eyebrow at Raleigh. 


“| wouldn’t do that if | were you.” He opened his beer and 
searched the crowd for Gray. He spotted him across the 
dance floor talking to an elderly lady with light pink hair. 


Ram watched him bend over to try to hear what the lady 
was Saying. 


Gray must have felt Ram’s stare because he suddenly 
looked and made eye contact. 


They gazed at each other for a few seconds before Ram 
remembered why he was trying to get his attention. He 
nodded his head towards Raleigh who was now openly 
drinking a beer. 


Gray nodded and spoke to the elderly lady before skirting 
the dance floor on the way over. As he approached, Ram 
couldn’t help but admire the view, although he kept his face 
expressionless. 


Gray nodded as he passed Ram. “Thanks.” He walked up to 
Raleigh and exchanged a few heated words. 


Ram watched Gray take the beer out of her hand and point 
towards the house. Raleigh narrowed her eyes. Although 
Gray’s voice never rose above a whisper, the look on 
Raleigh’s face said it all. She pulled away from Gray and 
stomped like a spoilt child back to the house. 


Gray walked over to Ram shaking his head. “Lord help me, | 
have no idea how to raise a seventeen-year-old girl.” 


Ram didn’t want to pry but he had to ask. “Where’s her 
momma?” 


Gray shook his head. “Who the hell knows?” He filled Ram in 
on Rebecca’s antics. 


Ram nodded his head and looked into Gray’s silver eyes. 
“Sorry to hear that.” 


Smiling, Gray took a pull from the confiscated beer bottle. 
“You're not much of a talker are you?” 


Chuckling, Ram shook his head. “I’ve done more talkin’ to 
you tonight than I’ve probably done to my present employer 
in the past ten years.” 


Gray watched him closely. “So why am I so special?” 


Ram knew Gray was teasing him but for some reason he 
didn’t mind. “I wish the hell | knew.” 


“| don’t need to worry about you around my niece, do |?” 
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Ram’s gaze landed on Gray’s lips. What the hell was wrong 
with him? He couldn’t have made his attraction to Gray 
clearer. It was totally out of character for him. “Your niece 
isn’t who you should be worried about.” 


Gray licked his lips, drawing Ram’s attention to the soft pink 
tongue he longed to suck. 


“I haven’t shown you the barn yet. Are you interested?” 
Gray drank the last of the beer and tossed it into the trash 
barrel. The heated expression on Gray’s face said it all. 


Finishing his bottle, Ram did the same. “I believe | am.” 


Walking towards the barn Gray nodded friendly hellos to 
several of the guests. His hand occasionally brushed Ram’s, 
sending Ram’s body into overdrive. As they entered, Gray 
looked around to make sure the barn was empty before 


pulling Ram close. “Tack room. | need to show you the tack 
room right now.” 


“Uh-huh.” Ram followed Gray to the corner of the barn, 
reaching out to brush his hand against the hard firmness of 
Gray’s ass. 


The second the door was closed and locked, Ram pulled 
Gray into an electrifying and tongue-swallowing kiss. Their 
tongues duelled as they both fought for dominance. 


Ram had never in his life been kissed so expertly. His hands 
roamed Gray’s body as the kiss ignited, knocking his 
Stetson off in the process. 


Gray thrust his hips towards Ram. “Good...oh God you feel 
so good.” Gray began to unsnap Ram’s western-style shirt. 
When he had the shirt open completely he broke their kiss 
and worked his lips down Ram’s five-o’clock shadow to his 
throat and then on to his chest. 


He licked the area around Ram’s right nipple before zeroing 
in on the tiny hard nub. 


Ram lifted the bottom of Gray’s shirt, trying to get to the 
rock hard abdomen that he knew lay underneath. “Fuck, 
you're sexy.” 


Suddenly they both wanted more and began to unfasten 
each other’s pants. Gray’s khakis were easy enough but 
Gray was having trouble with Ram’s low-rise extra tight 

jeans. 


Chuckling, Ram finally took pity on him and unzipped his fly, 
his cock springing out. 


Gray’s eyes seemed to eat him up. They rounded as he 
caught sight of Ram’s Prince Albert piercing. The silver 
jewellery sparkled in the light coming through the small 
window. “Fuck me...that’s sexy.” 


Ram ran his palm down Gray’s chest through the thin patch 
of black curls to his cock. 


When he wrapped his hand around the man’s length Gray 
gave a little moan. Ram’s free hand brushed Gray’s ass 
before running down the crease. 
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“Yes,” Gray moaned again. “Do it.” 


Ram leaned in and took Gray’s mouth in another soul- 
stealing kiss. “Oh, | intend to fuck ya but not tonight.” 


Gray looked from Ram’s hairless groin to his face. “And just 
what do you intend to do tonight?” He began playing with 
the hoop running through the head of Ram’s cock head. 


Ram moaned and thrust his hips towards Gray. “I think we’re 
doin’ fine just like this for now.” He began to stroke Gray’s 
cock as he landed another kiss on Gray’s lips. “I must be 
crazy.” 


“I don’t know if you’re crazy but I’m sufferin’ the same 
damn thing right now.” 


When Gray slid his hand down the back of Ram’s jeans and 
began running his finger up and down his crevice Ram 
thought he’d lose it. “Mmm...feels good.” He pushed his ass 
into Gray’s hand. 


Gray found the tightly puckered hole and slowly probed with 
one digit. “Damn, you feel tight.” He kissed his way around 
Ram’s face, doing more licking than actual kissing. 


Ram’s muscles tightened as Gray nipped his way along the 
tendons of his neck. He thrust harder towards Gray. 
“Gonna...can’t not.” 


“Do it. Let me watch you come.” Gray looked down at his 
hand as Ram’s heat spurted from his cock. 


Gray gazed deep into Ram’s dark brown eyes and shot his 
seed into his fist. 


“Ohhhh...fuck, that’s good.” Gray licked the side of Ram’s 
face before dropping to his knees to clean Ram’s cock. Gray 
slid his tongue up Ram’s length to the piercing. He licked 
and sucked the crown, taking time to play with the silver 
ball attached to the hoop. 


After thoroughly cleaning Ram’s cock, Gray stood and 
pressed himself against Ram’s chest. “You set me on fire.” 


“Uh-huh.” Ram leaned his head back against the wall and 
closed his eyes. He’d never come so hard in his life and, 
damn, did it feel great. The man in his arms felt good...right. 


Gray was a little more together than he was because the 
next thing he knew Gray was cleaning himself up with a 
snow white handkerchief before bending over to pick up his 
hat. 


He resettled it on his head and smiled. 


For years Ram had worked hard to keep his sexuality from 
his employer. Ranch folks were a fickle lot when it came to 
someone being different. Although it was more than obvious 
he had a kind of connection with Gray, Ram had to wonder 
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that would last with the two of them working together. He 
took a deep breath. He was about to make either the best 
decision of his life or a career ending mistake. “I’m gonna 
like workin’ 


here | think.” 


Gray got a funny look on his face and stepped back. “No 
one here knows about me. I’d like to continue seeing you 
but it’ll have to be after working hours and be kept 
discreet.” 


Ram pulled him back into his arms. He kissed Gray once 
more. “I agree. | can’t expect to earn the hands’ respect if 
they know I’m sleeping with the boss.” He winked and 
released him. Pulling up his jeans, he stuffed his semi-hard 
cock down his left pants leg. 


Gray openly watched Ram as he fastened his own pants and 
pulled his shirt down. 


“I’ve never seen a horse wrangler wear low-rise jeans like 
that. And why no underwear?” 


Ram paused in snapping up his shirt to smile at Gray. “l 
don’t wear the low-rise to work in, but I like the way they 
feel. As for no underwear, well it should be pretty obvious 
that they would show over the top of the jeans. Why, don’t 
you like ‘em?” 


Trailing a finger down Ram’s abdomen Gray stopped at the 
top of the jeans. “I think they're sexy as hell. | especially like 
this lovely v shaped area leading down to your cock.” 


He dipped his finger under the waistband. 


Ram moaned before stealing another kiss. “l'II make sure 
they’re a regular part of my wardrobe after hours then.” 


Gray massaged his cock once more and sighed. “I could 
become very addicted to you.” 


He leaned in for another deep kiss. “We’d better get back to 
the party before anyone notices we’re gone.” 


Ram couldn’t help but cop a quick feel as Gray opened the 
tack room door. “I'll give notice to my present employer on 
Monday.” 

“Good.” 
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Chapter Two 


Three weeks later, Ram arrived back at the Sunset Ridge 
Stables with his horse trailer in tow. He pulled up to the 
stables and got out. He thought about the papers in his 
glove box as he walked to the barn. Ram caught sight of an 
old-timer leaning against the corral fence, shouting 
instructions to the young fella working a horse. Ram knew 
the man had to be Slim, the ranch foreman. 


The man spotted him as he walked closer and held out his 
hand. “You’re the new manager, | presume? I’m Slim 
Garrett.” 


Ram shook the older man’s hand and smiled. “Nice to meet 
ya. I’m Jack Ramsdale but you can call me Ram.” He 
motioned towards his horse trailer. “Where can | put Bean?” 


Slim pointed at the pasture. “You can put him in with the 
rest of the work horses for now. We've got a couple of stalls 
empty in the barn there on your left if you care to put him 
up later in the day.” 


“Sounds good. l'Il get to it. Nice to meet you, Slim,” he said 
with a tip of his brown Stetson. 


Ram retrieved his black and white pinto gelding from the 
trailer and led him to the pasture. After taking care of Bean, 
Ram headed for the main house. 


He walked up the porch steps and knocked on the front 
door. A pleasantly plump older woman of around sixty 
opened the door. 


“Afternoon, Ma’am. I’m Ram. Gray hired me to be the new 
ranch manager. He in?” 


“I’ve been expecting you. Gray’s in his study.” She stepped 
back and led him inside. 


“Thank you, ma’am.” Ram tipped his hat to the older 
woman before knocking on the study door. 


“Come in.” 


Ram flexed his fingers before twisting the knob. The deep 
sound of Gray’s voice started a hardening in his jeans. He 
smiled to himself. He’d worn the low-rise jeans Gray liked so 
much. Man, he was pitiful. He stepped into the room and 
stood beside the door while Gray finished on the telephone. 
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Gray looked up from his conversation and crooked his finger 
at Ram. Ram smiled and walked over to lean against the 
desk at Gray’s side. Over the last three weeks not a night 
had gone by that the two of them hadn’t either talked on 
the phone or enjoyed a video chat via the computer. Ram 
would never forget the first time Gray had sat behind his 
desk and jacked off while they had a conversation. Damn. 
Ram’s cock was harder than it had been since he'd left the 
ranch three weeks earlier. 


Gray pushed himself back from the desk and positioned 
Ram between his spread thighs. It wasn’t the kind of 


meeting Ram had been expecting on his first day of work, 
but it was amazing how comfortable he felt around Gray. It 
gave Ram hope that he’d made the right decision. 


With the hungry look on Gray’s face, Ram didn’t even try to 
listen in on the telephone call happening in front of him. 
Gray cradled the phone between his shoulder and ear and 
began running his long bronzed fingers down Ram’s chest to 
cup his hardened cock. 


Ram leant back onto the desk a little further and tried to 
control his breathing when Gray began undoing his jeans. 
Gray pulled Ram’s filled cock out of the confines of the 
faded denim and bent forward to give the head a quick 
swipe with his tongue. Ram was amazed that Gray was still 
able to carry on a business deal while bringing Ram to the 
edge of his control. 


Gray leant back in his chair and unfastened his own jeans. 
When Ram tried to touch Gray’s dark-coloured cock, Gray 
shook his head and patted his lap. Ram started to straddle 
Gray’s lap and remembered the door. He pushed away from 
the desk and locked the study door. He could tell by the 
smile on Gray’s face he’d also forgotten there were other 
people in the house. 


Ram toed out of his boots and pushed his jeans off. As he 
walked back towards Gray he unsnapped his denim shirt 
and shrugged it off his shoulders. By the time he stood in 
front of Gray again his cock was weeping pre-cum. Gray 
licked his lips as he struggled with his own clothes while still 
trying to carry on with his phone call. When both men were 
naked, save for Ram wearing his Stetson, Ram finally 
straddled Gray’s lap and sat. 


He ran his tongue up the side of Gray’s face. Gray took both 
of their cocks into his hand and began a smooth rhythm. 
Ram threw back his head and thrust into Gray’s tight fist. He 
was so caught up in his own pleasure he didn’t hear Gray 
hang up the phone. 
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“Fuck, you're sexy.” Gray took Ram’s nipple between his 
teeth as Ram continued to thrust into his fist. Gray used his 
thumb to press and pull the piercing in Ram’s cock. 


“Oh fuck, Gray...gonna come.” His thrusting increased as 
Gray pulled a little harder on his nipple and piercing. Ram 
growled deep in his chest and watched while the end of his 
cock erupted in a geyser of pearly white seed, painting 
Gray’s chest in the process. 


Gray released Ram’s nipple and took his mouth in a full out 
assault. Ram scooted up on Gray’s lap so the crack of his 
ass squeezed Gray’s cock. Gray groaned into Ram’s mouth 
as he shot hot cum between the cheeks of Ram’s ass. 


They both collapsed in each other’s arms. Ram rested his 
head on top of Gray’s as he tried to get his breathing under 
control. 


Gray’s hands covered the twin globes of Ram’s ass and 
rested his finger against Ram’s opening. “Glad you made it. 
I’ve been missing you.” 


Ram moved his ass just enough to let Gray know he was 
open for more. “Glad to be back. I’ve missed you too. Which 
is saying a lot for a loner like me.” 


Gray probed Ram’s hole a little deeper, using his own seed 
for lubrication. “When are you going to let me in this 
gorgeous ass of yours?” 


Ram’s ass swallowed Gray’s finger and begged for more. “| 
had a test done before | came here. Got the paperwork in 
the glove box of my truck. I’m thinkin’ if you can slip away 
tonight we might just be able to have ourselves a little 


party.” 


Gray pushed another finger inside Ram. “With this ass and 
my cock there’s no way we'll be able to have a little party. 
More like an all-night blow-out.” 


Ram leant back enough to look Gray in the eyes while still 
leaving Gray room to thrust his fingers in and out of his ass. 
“| hope that goes both ways. | want a piece of your fine ass, 
too. I’m not strictly a bottom boy.” 


Gray took his mouth again in a passionate kiss. “I like the 
thought of equal partners.” 


Ram ran his tongue around Gray’s well-defined lips. “Sounds 
like a plan. Right now, though, | need to get my gear 
unloaded and meet the rest of the hands. Not that I’m not 
enjoying the hand I’m meeting right now.” He smiled and 
winked at Gray. 


Gray pulled his fingers out of Ram’s ass and swatted him on 
the butt. “There’s a half bath right through that door if you 
want to clean up a bit before you get dressed.” 


When Ram stood and started for the bathroom, Gray pulled 
him up short and into a tight embrace. “I need a manager 
for the stables, but | think | need you more for me. I’ve 
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never looked forward to seeing someone again like | have 
the past several weeks. I’m not sure what it means yet, but | 
like it.” 


“Yeah. Ditto for me.” Ram walked into the bathroom and 
turned the water on in the sink. He found a washcloth ona 
shelf and cleaned himself up. When he was finished he took 
another washcloth and ran it under the steaming water. He 
turned off the faucet and walked back into the study. Gray 
was the one leaning on the desk now. 


Ram walked up to the man and ran the hot cloth down his 
chest and around his still half-hard cock. When he was 
finished he handed the cloth to Gray and kissed him once 
more before retrieving his jeans and shirt from the floor. He 
took his time dressing while Gray watched through heavy 
lidded eyes. 


After pulling on his boots, he retrieved his hat off the top of 
the desk and tipped it to Gray. “l'Il unhitch my horse trailer 
while you get dressed. Meet me out front when you're done 
and you can show me my new home.” 


Gray smiled and nodded. 


Ram left the study, closing the door firmly behind him. 
When he was almost to the front door Raleigh skipped down 
the stairs. She spotted him and, skidding to a halt, asked, 


“What're you doing here?” 


Ram tipped his hat. “I’m the new manager for the Sunset 
Ridge.” 


Raleigh put her hands on her hips. “You’ve got to be kidding 
me. | know you told Uncle Gray that | was drinking beer at 
the party. Now not only will | have one watchdog but two.” 
She stopped and put her finger to her mouth as if in 
thought. “Oh, wait...that’s right...you’re just another hired 
hand. You basically work for me.” She put her hand back on 
her hip. “Just remember something, Mr Ramsdale. You don’t 
want to make an enemy of me. 


| don’t play fair.” 


Ram looked at Raleigh through narrowed eyes. “And | don’t 
play at all with spoiled little girls.” Ram walked out of the 
house amidst Raleigh’s sputtering protests. 


x kK OK OX 


After parking the trailer, Ram unhooked and drove his dark 
grey extended cab truck to the garage. He stepped out of 
the truck and looked up towards his new home. 


“It’s a lot bigger than it appears.” 
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Ram glanced over his shoulder to find Gray walking towards 
him. “There’s a staircase going up through the garage and 
there’s one on the side. Why don’t you back your truck up to 
the side entrance, and we'll get it unloaded.” 


Ram nodded and got back in the truck. After backing it to 
the side steps, he got out and pulled his first load of boxes 
out of the bed. Gray grabbed a couple of suitcases and led 
the way up the steps. He unlocked the door and handed 
Ram the keys. 


“| had Georgia give the place a thorough cleaning before 
you got here.” He opened the door and preceded Ram into 
the loft. 


Ram looked around at the high open-beamed ceiling. “At 
least | won’t feel closed in.” 


He smiled and carried his boxes through the open floor 
planned loft. The side entrance led into the kitchen while 
the garage entrance opened into the living room. The deep- 
brown leather furniture looked inviting after a long day on 
the road. 


Gray put down the suitcases and came up behind him. He 
wrapped his arms around Ram and kissed his neck. “Sorry, 
but the loft doesn’t have a separate bedroom, only a walled- 
in bathroom.” He pointed towards the far corner of the room 
to the king size sleigh bed. 


Ram covered Gray’s hand with his own where they rested on 
his stomach. “Looks good.” He felt Gray’s cock against his 
ass and pushed back. “Feels good, too.” 


Gray ran his hands down to cup Ram’s erection through his 
jeans. “Soon. You need to meet the hands and then come to 
the house for supper. l'Il make up some excuse to come 
back over after that.” He squeezed Ram’s cock a little 
harder. “Then | plan to enjoy this well into the night.” 


Ram pushed against the big hand before turning around to 
capture Gray’s mouth with his own. He thrust his tongue 
into the heated recesses of Gray’s mouth and groaned. 
Pulling back he looked into Gray’s eyes. “Damn, you taste 
good.” He sighed and stepped back. 


“Let’s get the rest of my stuff and then go meet everyone. 


x OK OK OX 


After introducing Ram to the rest of the stable hands, Gray 
escorted him into the formal dining room of the main house. 
Ram took in the lace tablecloth and china and felt 
uncomfortable. He’d grown up a ranch foreman’s kid. He 
wasn’t used to eating on a tablecloth that wasn’t in a red 
and white checked pattern. He took off his hat and hung it 
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the hook that Gray pointed to. Raleigh was already seated 
at the table. She rolled her eyes as Ram sat down. 


“Oh, pleeeaase, Uncle Gray. Don’t tell me the hired help is 
going to be dining with us from now on.” She gave Gray a 
disgusted look and rolled her eyes again. 


“You, young lady, have two choices. You can either 
apologise to Ram right now or have dinner in your room 
alone until you can act like a lady.” Gray leaned on the table 
and stared at Raleigh. 


Raleigh stared right back. After several very uncomfortable 
seconds she narrowed her eyes at Gray and then Ram, 
before rising from the table. 


“Have Georgia send my dinner to my room.” She started to 
flounce off in a snit when Gray’s words brought her up short. 


“If you’re having dinner in your room you can damn sure 
carry it up yourself. 


Georgia’s done her job by preparing food for the table. If 
you choose to eat elsewhere it’s on you.” He turned his back 
on her and poured himself a glass of red wine. 


Raleigh grunted and walked out of the dining room. The 
next sound they heard was the front door slamming and 
then a car pulling out of the drive. 


Gray rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and 
sighed. “I’m sorry about that. My father certainly didn’t do 
anyone any favours by spoiling that child like he did.” 


Ram shook his head and chuckled. “She told me earlier that 
| was nothing but a hired hand and | worked for her. Your 
little pumpkin also told me that | didn’t want her as an 
enemy because she didn’t play fair.” Ram stretched his leg 
under the table and nudged Gray’s foot. “What | need to 
know is whether this is going to be a problem. I’m not used 
to dealing with spoiled girls, and I’m not sure | have the 
patience for it.” 


“I wish the hell | knew. Raleigh’s always been spoiled, but | 
don’t think I’ve ever heard her speak so rudely to someone 
before.” 


Ram wished he was in the position to kiss the troubled 
expression from Gray’s handsome face. “You think she 
knows about us?” 


Gray shook his head and moved his mashed potatoes 
around with his fork. “She doesn’t even know I’m gay. Could 
have something to do with the fact you’re not fawning all 
over her like most of the guys around here.” He blew out a 
frustrated breath. “Not your problem though. l'Il try to have 
a talk with her when she gets home.” 
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Ram moved his plate aside and leaned on the table, putting 
himself closer to Gray. He was about to confess something 
that would show his hand. “If it bothers you, it is my 
problem.” 


Gray reached across the table and covered Ram’s hand. 
“Despite what goes on with Raleigh, I’m glad you’re here.” 


“Me, too.” Ram grazed his thumb across Gray’s. “Although 
I’ve never had what I'd call a lover before. | just hope | don’t 
screw it up.” 


Staring into Ram’s eyes, Gray licked his lips. “Let’s eat so 
Georgia doesn’t get her nose out of joint. Then l'Il help you 


unpack.” 


Ram smiled. “It might take us a while. I’ve got a lot of books 
that need to be dusted and put away.” 


Gray pulled his hand back and cut a piece of chicken fried 
steak. “Guess we could spread it out over a couple of weeks 
if we need to.” 


Keeping their budding relationship a secret from Raleigh and 
the rest of the hands wouldn’t be easy. They would continue 
to need an excuse to be together after working hours. 


“What about that old car in the garage? Ever thought of 
restoring it?” 


“The Cobra? Hell, yeah, I’ve thought about it. | bought that 
thing when | was twenty. | went to a ranch sale and found it 
in the back of this old guy’s barn. It’s a rusted piece of shit, 
but | knew I had to have it. Dad chewed my ass for a month 
over that damn thing, but | refused to get rid of it. | moved it 
into my bay of the garage and started parking my truck 
outside.” 


“So why haven’t you done anything with it?” He knew 
through his research that Gray was thirty-six, a long time to 
let a car just sit. 


“Dad always found something else for me to do on my off 
hours. Then he got sick and there wasn’t time to do 
anything but take care of him, Raleigh and the ranch.” Gray 
shrugged. “Would be nice, though.” 


“What year is it?” Ram asked. For some reason the thought 
of helping Gray fulfil a dream inspired him to make it 
happen. 


“Sixty-six.” He rubbed his jaw. “Might be hard to get parts 
for it.” 


“Not hard, just expensive.” 


Gray’s face lit up. “I’d like that as long as we could take a 
break now and then for other things,” he said with a wink. 
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Chapter Three 


Before going upstairs to the loft, Gray uncovered the 
Mustang Cobra. “Hello, little fella. 


Nice to see you again.” It had been a while since he’d 
allowed himself to dream of fixing up the roadster. 


Ram wrapped his arms around Gray from behind. “I thought 
most cars were referred to as females.” 


“Yeah, but just look at that front end. Looks like an open 
mouth just begging for a cock.” Gray chuckled. “At least it 
always did to me anyway.” 


Ram groaned and moved a hand down to the front of Gray’s 
jeans. “So evidently you've always been horny. And here | 
was hoping it was just me that had you thinking about sex 
all the time.” 


Gray leant back against Ram as his zipper was lowered. 
“You're the first man | ever jacked off for on camera. Does 
that tell you anything?” 


“Not enough. Why don’t you tell me more?” Ram kissed 
Gray’s neck as he moved his hands under the waistband of 
Gray’s underwear. 


“Used to be a quick fuck or blowjob on buying trips was 
enough to keep my head on straight but not any more. 
Since the minute you stepped foot on the ranch | haven’t 
been able to think of anything but getting your sweet ass in 
bed.” 


Ram wrapped his hand around Gray’s cock. “So tell me 
again why we’re standing here looking at a car?” 


“Because your hand feels too good to push away?” Gray 
joked. 


Ram released his hold and span Gray around. “I have one 
request.” 


“Okay,” Gray answered as he led Ram towards the stairs. 


Ram thought of their Internet conversation about getting 
tested. He had the papers that cleared him, and Gray said 
he had been given a clean bill of health. He knew it might 
come off as bold, but he decided to speak his mind. “I’ve 
never fucked somebody without a condom, so I'd like to give 
that a try first thing.” 


Although Ram’s cock was still in his jeans, Gray 
remembered the look and feel of the thick piece of hardware 
at the tip. “Never been fucked by anyone with a piercing.” 
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“You're in for a treat then.” Ram nipped Gray’s neck before 
starting upstairs. 


Gray stared at Ram’s perfect cowboy ass on the way up. 
Good Lord, how would he be able to control his reaction to 
Ram’s body around the ranch? Luckily the weather would be 
getting cool before long and he could use his long black 


duster to hide his erection. Until then, he’d either have to 
stay the hell away from Ram or learn to walk around with an 
untucked shirt. 


The second they were in the loft they both automatically 
stopped and took off their boots. Too many years living on a 
ranch, Gray suspected. He stripped off his socks before 
heading towards the large bed in the corner. How many 
times had he jerked off in that bed, wishing he had someone 
to share it with? 


Gray pulled his shirt off and kicked his way out of his jeans 
and underwear before turning to watch Ram. He pulled the 
covers down and draped them over the footboard before 
climbing to the centre of the tall bed. 


He was leaning up on his elbow with his legs bent and 
spread when his attention was drawn to a pair of headlights 
pulling into the drive. “Fuck!” Although Gray was low 
enough not to be seen, the shade was up, putting Ram’s 
gorgeously naked body on full display. 


“Please tell me she’s not looking up here?” he asked when 
he heard a car door slam shut. 


Ram slowly walked over to the window without a shred of 
modesty and lowered the blind. “Not only looking but 
standing with her mouth wide open.” He turned back to 
Gray and grabbed his cock. “You think | scared her?” 


Gray groaned. He took another good look at Ram’s long, fat 
cock before scooting to the edge of the bed. “She'll be 
looking for me. I’d better run out to the stable and find 
something to do before she finds me.” 


“Or | could just lock the door.” Ram neared the bed and 
pulled Gray’s head back for a deep kiss. 


With Ram’s tongue probing his throat, the last thing in the 
world Gray wanted was to leave, but it was too early to 
expose their relationship to Raleigh. Maybe someday he’d 
have the balls to come out of the closet, but for now he felt 
it was better to sneak out on occasion. 


“If Raleigh finds out the whole damn town will know ina 
matter of hours. That girl does love to gossip.” 


“You're her uncle. Would she really sell you out like that?” 
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Gray only had to think about it for a moment. “Not normally, 
but when she gets into a snit about something all bets are 
off.” He looked up at Ram. “I’m sorry. I’m just not ready to 
fly the rainbow flag over Sunset Ridge.” 


Ram’s eyebrows drew together. “I didn’t ask you to.” He 
stepped back and reached for his jeans. “You’d better hurry 
if you’re going to make it out of here before she comes 


om 


lookin’. 


Shit. Gray Knew he’d screwed up. He grabbed his jeans and 
put them on without bothering with his underwear. “I'll 
make this up to you, | promise.” 


Ram handed Gray his shirt. “Yeah. Some other time,” he 
mumbled. 


Gray shrugged his shirt on and stuffed his feet into his 
boots. He balled up his socks and underwear to hide in the 
garage until he could come back to get them before turning 
towards Ram. “Is this a deal breaker?” 


With his thumbs hooked into the belt loops of those sexy as 
fuck jeans, Ram shook his head. “I’m disappointed, that’s 
all.” 


“Me, too.” Gray gestured towards the door. “lIl see ya in the 


1 


mornin’. 
“Call me if you get lonely.” 


“I already am.” 


x OK OK x 


Gray made it to the stable with time to spare. He was 
checking on Sir Lindley of the Downs, nicknamed Flint owing 
to his colouring, when Raleigh walked into the stable. 


“Something wrong with him?” she asked. 


“He’s favouring his left hind leg. I’m just trying to figure out 
why.” Gray didn’t bother standing to address his niece. “The 
way you acted at dinner was embarrassing, pumpkin. 


What the hell’s gotten into you?” 
“| don’t like your new manager, and I won't pretend | do.” 


Gray’s first reaction was to jump up and defend Ram, but he 
held himself back. If Ram were any other of the hired hands, 
Gray would be impartial. It would serve him to remember 
that if he had hopes of hiding his budding feelings for the 
man from the rest of the staff. 


“Jack Ramsdale just moved from Arizona to Arkansas to take 
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a damn good manager. So unless you plan to quit school 
and help me manage the place, l’d suggest you keep your 
tongue in check when he’s around.” 


“| don’t like the way he looks at me. Are you sure he doesn’t 
have some kind of record or something?” 


Gray dipped his chin down and grinned. He knew what a 
sexually charged glance from Ram looked like. Gray’s body 
started to respond to the memory of their first night in the 
tack room. “You're too young for him. | can guarantee Ram 
isn’t interested in teenagers. What you’re seein’ is probably 
disbelief that anyone so darn pretty could have a mouth so 
filled with venom they could give a rattler lessons.” 


“I can’t believe you're sticking up for him!” 


“Not sticking up for anyone. All I’m sayin’ is that you need 
to work this out with Ram because I’m not about to fire him 
before he’s had a chance to prove what he can do. Now get 
on back to the house.” 


“Uncle Gray!” Raleigh yelled, stamping her foot on the 
concrete floor. “I don’t want him in my house! I just saw him 
standing in front of his window completely naked. | know he 
was waiting for me to come home so he could flash me.” 


Tired after a long day and on edge after the evening’s 
events, Gray got to his feet. He stared at his niece and 
shook his head. “Part of Ram’s hiring package was the loft 
apartment and meals. That’s business. That’s my business. 
l'Il talk to Ram about lowering his blinds in the evenings. 
The loft’s his home now, and I’m not about to tell the man 
he can’t walk around nude in his own home.” 


Gray’s body reacted predictably to the thought of Ram’s 
naked body. He moved to put the stallion between him and 
Raleigh. 


Raleigh bit her bottom lip as tears started to roll down her 
cheeks. It was an old ploy she’d used with Gray’s father, but 
it didn’t have the effect on Gray it had once had. “I don’t 
understand why you’re taking his side.” 


“| told you. I’m not taking anyone's side. I’ve worked hard 
for too damn long to make this place one of the top 
breeding operations in the country. I’m not about to start 
making decisions that could hurt the ranch just because you 
don’t like someone. Like | said, you'll have to learn to deal 
with Ram being here.” 


Raleigh narrowed her almond-shaped eyes. “Fine, but don’t 
say | didn’t warn you about him.” 
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Gray watched Raleigh leave with mixed feelings. Despite 
her caustic attitude towards people, he loved that girl. 


Except for his sister, Raleigh was the only family he had left. 


Unfortunately, Raleigh would be off to college in a year. 
Gray didn’t know where things were going between him and 
Ram, but for the first time in his life he felt like he had a 
chance to build something real. 


He gave Flint a pat on the back. “See you in the morning.” 


After closing the stable door, Gray stared up at the 
darkened windows of Ram’s loft. 


Was he asleep? Gray’s body urged him to find out, but his 
head reminded him it was only Ram’s first night on Sunset 
Ridge. He readjusted his erection and shook his head. 


“Soon,” he whispered before taking off towards the house. 


x OK OK OX 


Ram showed up for breakfast wearing his usual work 
clothes. Gone were the sexy low-rise jeans and thoughts of 
jumping Gray’s bones. It was his first official workday, and 
he needed to keep his mind on the job. 


He entered the dining room with his hat in his hand and 
waited to be invited to the table. Gray and Raleigh were in 
the middle of a discussion on the importance of going to 
school every day. It seemed Raleigh felt as if she should be 
able to take off at least one day a week. 


As Gray became increasingly flustered, a prominent vein in 
his neck began to throb. 


Ram unconsciously licked his lips. What he wouldn’t do to 
follow the vein with his tongue to where it disappeared 


under Gray’s shirt collar. He shook the thought away when 
his body started to respond to the idea. Nope, not today. 


“This isn’t up for discussion. You’re going to school and 

that’s that.” Gray finally looked away from Raleigh long 

enough to notice Ram in the doorway. “Come on in. This 
isn’t a new conversation.” 


Ram hung his hat on the hook and approached the table. He 
wasn’t sure what Raleigh’s reaction would be to his 
presence, but he was prepared for anything she threw at 
him. As if by magic, the moment he took a seat, Georgia 
walked into the room with a plate laden with bacon, eggs 
and the best looking biscuits and gravy that he’d seen since 
he’d left his momma’s house. “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
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Georgia set the plate down before patting Ram on the back. 
“There’s plenty more in the kitchen so holler if you want 
seconds.” 


“| appreciate that.” After Georgia retreated, Ram filled a cup 
with coffee from the carafe on the table. 


“You sleep okay?” Gray asked. 


“Like a baby,” Ram lied. He’d watched Gray from the 
window the previous night, hoping his new boss would 
sneak back up to finish what they’d started. When Gray had 


bypassed the garage and gone straight into the house, Ram 
had been more than a little disappointed. 


“I thought I’d introduce you to everyone this morning and 
give you the work schedules I’ve made up. Handling the 
men isn’t my forte so feel free to change anything you want. 
I’ve also got a new kid coming in after school. He’ll be 
mucking stalls in the evenings, but | like to have them 
cleaned in the morning as well. Walking potential buyers 
through stables that smell like shit doesn’t tend to impress.” 


“| understand.” 
“Who'd you hire from the high school?” Raleigh asked. 


“Kid by the name of Jesse Franks. Seems he’s been gettin’ in 
a bit of trouble, so his counsellor thought a job would be 
good for him.” 


“Jesse Franks?” Raleigh’s lip curled in a sign of disgust. 
“He’s totally gross and like a major stoner.” 


“Not on my watch,” Ram added. “No smokin’, no drinkin’, no 
fuckin’ off.” He liked the idea of teaching a troubled kid 
what it felt like to put in a hard day’s work, but he wasn’t a 
babysitter. “If the kid doesn’t follow the rules, I’ve got no 
use for him.” 


“Understandable,” Gray agreed. He finished his last bite of 
egg before pushing his plate towards the centre of the table. 
“Like we agreed, the hands are yours to manage however 
you see fit.” 


Ram nodded his appreciation and continued eating. 


Raleigh rolled her eyes and got up from the table. “Guess I'll 
go get ready for school.” 


“Good girl,” Gray replied. “Take your plate on into the 
kitchen on your way.” 


With a heavy sigh, Raleigh picked up her plate and orange 
juice glass and headed to the kitchen without saying a word 
to Ram. 
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Ram glanced at Gray and shrugged. “Seems I'll be getting 
the silent treatment from now on.” 


“Sorry about that.” 


Ram shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. At least she 
didn’t bite my head off.” 


Gray glanced over his shoulder to make sure they were 
alone in the room. “I almost called you last night.” 


“You should’ve. Despite what | said, | slept like shit.” Ram 
took another bite of the biscuits and gravy. He’d been right, 
they were incredible. 


“You wanna go into my office so we can go over that list?” 
Gray asked, rubbing his foot against Ram’s. 


As much as Ram would love the release, he didn’t want to 
make a habit of fooling around while on the job. “I’d rather 
wait until later when we can do it right. For now, why don’t 
we sit on the porch and go over the schedule?” 


Gray stared at Ram for several moments. “Okay. If that’s the 
way you want it.” 


“No, it’s not the way | want it, but it’s the way it needs to be 
in order for this thing to work,” Ram clarified. 


x kK OK x 


Ram had just finished setting up his desk in the corner of 
the brood mare stable when the new kid showed up. One 
look at Jesse and Ram knew he had his work cut out for him. 


Dressed in a pair of dirty jeans that had more holes than 
denim, Jesse looked like it had been a month since he’d 
even bothered to shower. 


“You the guy I’m supposed to talk to?” 


Ram held out his hand. “Yep. I’m Jack Ramsdale, but you 
can call me Ram.” 


Jesse’s eyebrows drew together as he hesitantly shook 
hands. “That’s a weird name.” 


Ram appreciated someone who spoke his mind as long as 
respect was still shown. 


“Yeah, guess so.” He gestured towards the stables. “I’ve got 
a few papers for you to sign before we get started.” 


As they walked to the small office area of the stable, Jesse 
kept his head down. Ram glanced at the guy. “lIl need you 
to tie your hair back. In an environment like this, it’s 
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important that you can see everything around you. It 
doesn’t happen often, but horses can spook without notice.” 


From everything he’d heard about Jesse, Ram expected to 
be met with resistance. “Yes, sir,” Jesse answered. “I don’t 
have anything with me today. Do you have a rubber band or 
something in that desk?” 


Ram smiled and pulled out his top drawer. He liked the kid 
already. After several minutes of searching, he came up 
empty. “No bands, but l'Il find something.” He walked to the 
tack room and searched through one of the supply cabinets, 
eventually coming up with a package of boot laces. “This’ll 
do.” 


Jesse took one of the laces. “Thanks.” 


“Welcome. Go on and fill out those papers | laid on the desk, 
and l'Il be back in a few minutes.” 


Jesse sat down at the desk and tied his hair back. The 
transformation was quite amazing. With the dirty hair off his 
face, Jesse’s incredible bone structure and piercing green 
eyes took centre stage. Ram wasn’t sure why the kid was 
having so much trouble in school, but from what he’d 
witnessed Jesse was respectful and willing to take direction. 


While Jesse took care of the required paperwork, Ram 
loaded the rake and pitchfork into the wheelbarrow and 
pushed it over to the stalls. With the brood mares outside in 
the pasture connected to the back of the stable, he didn’t 
need to worry about one of them getting out. He opened the 
first stall and checked the condition. Although it didn’t need 
a new layer of sawdust, he’d probably go ahead and show 
Jesse how to do it. 


“All done, sir,” Jesse announced, coming up behind Ram. 


“Good.” Ram grabbed the pitchfork. “Let me show you how 
it’s done.” 


x OK OK OX 


Gray entered the dining room to find Ram already sitting at 
the table, his head in his hands. It had been almost a week 
since he’d spent time with him. He’d known Ram wanted to 
move closer to his mom because she'd been ill, but he 
hadn’t known at the time she was battling the final stage of 
cancer. “Hey, stranger.” 


“Hey,” Ram greeted, looking up. 

Gray pulled out his chair and sat down. “How’s your mom?” 
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Ram shook his head. “Not good. At least they have her so 
drugged up now she doesn’t seem to be in much pain.” He 
ran his fingers through his hair. “Hell, | don’t even think she 
knows I’m there.” 


“So maybe you should take a night off and get some sleep,” 
Gray said. 


“No. She may not know I’m there, but I know it.” 


Gray knocked his foot against Ram’s. “You want me to go 
with you tonight?” 


“Thanks, but one of us needs to be here.” He started to 
reach for Gray’s hand but pulled back. “Sorry about the 
timing. Haven’t been much of a manager since you hired 
me,” 


“Don’t. You made the move back to Arkansas to be close to 
your mom. You had no idea she’d take a turn for the worse 
so soon.” Gray did what Ram had failed to do and reached 
across the table to cover Ram’s hand. “I’ve missed you, 
though.” 


Ram turned his hand over to press his palm against Gray’s. 
“I’ve missed you, too. 


Maybe | should take the night off. It'd be nice to spend some 
time with you.” 


Before Gray could answer, Georgia came into the room with 
two plates full of pot roast and potatoes. “Smells good.” 


“Of course it does.” Georgia set the plates down. “Raleigh 
called to say she’s studying with a friend and will eat in 
town tonight.” 


Gray hated it when his niece called Georgia instead of him. 
He knew it was Raleigh’s way around Gray’s authority over 
her. He’d spoken to Raleigh several times about it, but the 

girl still continued to do as she pleased. “Thanks, Georgia.” 


“She’s not supposed to do that,” he mumbled in explanation 
to Ram. Gray shook his head. “Are all teenagers like this?” 


“Weren't you?” Ram asked. 


“Hell no. My dad didn’t put up with disobeying the rules.” 
Gray thought about his sister and all that she’d got away 
with. “At least not from me.” He speared a slice of carrot 


with his fork. “Now that I think about it, Raleigh’s actions are 
beginning to mirror her mother’s.” 


“From what you've told me, that’s not a good thing.” 


“No, it isn’t.” Gray shut up and concentrated on his dinner. 
He needed to figure out how to handle his niece. Despite 
the wild streak she’d obviously inherited from her mother, 
Raleigh was a good kid. She studied hard and had always 
had some of the top grades in the class. Damn it. Gray 
wanted more for Raleigh than to end up like Rebecca. 
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They ate dinner in relative quiet with only a few remarks 
here and there on how good the food was. By the time Gray 
finished, he was no closer to finding an answer. 


Disgusted, Gray picked up his plate and Ram’s. “Are you too 
tired to go for a ride? | feel like gettin’ out of here fora 
while.” 


Ram wiped his mouth and nodded. “Sure. | think | could use 
a few hours of peace and quiet.” 


“You’re in for a treat then. Give me ten minutes.” 


Ram stood and lifted his Stetson off the hook. “lIl go saddle 
Bean.” 


Gray carried the empty plates into the kitchen and set them 
on the counter. “Good dinner.” 


He gave Georgia’s cheek a quick peck. She had been with 
the Conner family for over eight years. One of the things 
that pissed Gray off about Raleigh was the way she behaved 
towards the older woman. Georgia was the closest thing 
Raleigh had to a mother, yet the girl still treated her like a 
servant. “I’m gonna take Ram on a tour of the land.” 


“You should show him the cabin,” Georgia said as Gray 
started out of the kitchen. 


Gray stopped and turned around. The small cabin his 
grandpa had built for times when he was having trouble 
with his wife hadn’t been used by anyone but Gray since his 
grandpa’s passing. “Why would you say that?” 


Suddenly the older woman looked guilty about something. 
“Georgia?” 


She worried the dishtowel in her hand. “I went out there to 
clean when you were in the hospital with your 
appendectomy three years ago. | thought you might like a 
nice place away from Jeremiah to recuperate.” 


Gray’s body went rigid at the invasion of his private space. 
“You steal my key to do that?” 


Tears filled Georgia’s eyes. “I’m sorry. | thought I was doing 
a nice thing for you. | knew how hard it was for you to be 
trapped in this house with your father.” 


Gray knew by the expression on the woman’s face what 
she'd found inside. “I’m sorry you had to see what you did.” 


Georgia stepped forward and cupped Gray’s cheek. “Those 
movies and magazines were private. | knew that as soon as 
| saw them. | wanted to tell you that you didn’t have to hide 


yourself from me, but I didn’t know how without making you 
angry.” 
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“Have you told anyone?” Gray felt raw and exposed. It 
wouldn’t have been any worse if she’d walked in on him 
masturbating. 


“Of course not.” Georgia pulled her hand back, her feelings 
obviously hurt. 


“I’m sorry.” Gray ran his fingers through his hair. “We both 
know what would happen if word got out.” 


“The entire county doesn’t need to know if you align 
yourself with people on the ranch you can trust.” In an 
uncharacteristic move, Georgia punched Gray in the 
Shoulder. “You shouldn’t have to spend the rest of your life 
alone. Besides, I’ve spent enough time around those buyers 
of yours to know a few of them share your particular taste in 
partners.” 


“No way. If there’d been a gay man through here | would’ve 
known it.” 


Georgia put her hands on her hips. “You're blind. That 
Russell whatever guy couldn’t stop staring at”—she 
gestured towards Gray’s groin—“ya know.” 


Gray thought of Russell Farrington staring at his cock and 
almost threw up. “He’s, like, eighty!” 


Georgia grinned. “Yes, but you get my point. | don’t believe 
you would lose your business if the truth were to get out. 
People in town might not like it, and you could lose some of 
your friends, but isn’t being happy worth the trouble?” 


Although he’d grown up in Wellington, Gray had few friends. 
For the most part, he had what he’d call acquaintances. It 
was hard to let people get close when he had to hide one of 
the biggest parts of himself. He thought of Raleigh and how 
the truth would affect her. 


Appearances meant everything to his niece. She was 
popular in town and loved being the ‘it’ 


girl at her high school. 


In a town of roughly three thousand people, Gray didn’t 
doubt there were other homosexuals in Wellington, but, like 
him, they chose to keep their secrets to themselves. 


“You like Mr Ramsdale, don’t you?” Georgia asked, cutting 
into Gray’s thoughts. 


“Yeah, but I’m not sure where it will go. What if | come out 
and Ram decides he can’t take the public scrutiny and 
leaves?” 


“Then you'll go on, but you’ll be prepared for the next time 
love comes your way.” 


“I think it would be better to wait until Raleigh goes off to 
college. My problems shouldn’t become hers.” It would also 
give Gray seven more months to build something with Ram 
that would weather the storm ahead. 
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“You will do what you think is best. | know from experience 
there’s no changing your mind once it’s made up.” Georgia 
stood on her toes and kissed Gray’s cheek. “You can talk to 
me if you need to.” 


“Thanks.” Gray left the kitchen and grabbed his hat on the 
way out of the front door. 


He’d been longer than ten minutes and hoped Ram was still 
interested in taking that ride. A ride to the cabin was still up 
in the air though. Hopefully he’d figure it out once they got 
away from the house. 


x k OK OX 


After saddling both horses, Ram mounted Bean, his black 
and white gelding, and waited for Gray to emerge from the 
house. Covering a yawn, he thought of the condom and 
Small packet of lube in his jacket pocket and hoped he could 
stay awake long enough to finally have sex with Gray. 


As hard as it was to keep his hands off Gray when they were 
within shouting distance of others, it was going to be nearly 
impossible once they reached the desolation of the far 
pastures. He shifted in his saddle when his body started to 
respond to the mental image of fucking Gray. With a shake 
of his head, Ram turned his thoughts back to his mom. Was 
he being selfish by spending the evening away from the 
hospital? Probably, but after watching the life drain from his 


mother all week he needed the comfort Gray’s arms 
provided. 


The front door opened and Gray finally appeared. His long 
legs quickly ate up the distance across the ranch yard. 
“Sorry about that.” 


“Everything okay?” Ram handed Bellamy’s reins to Gray. 


Gray swung himself up onto his horse’s back and settled 
into the saddle. “Yeah.” He hit the upper latch and the gate 
swung open. Ram licked his lips as he followed Gray’s lead. 
It was the first time Ram had seen his sexy employer ride, 
and Gray definitely didn’t disappoint. Maybe it was the 
horseman in him, but there was nothing that turned him on 
more than the sight of a sexy man handling a horse like he 
was born to it. Ram took the time to shut the gate before 
catching up with Gray. 


They rode in silence for about fifteen minutes before Ram 
started to get the uneasy feeling that something was wrong. 
“What’s bothering you?” 


Gray glanced over his shoulder before looking at Ram. 
“Georgia knows.” 
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The news didn’t surprise Ram. He’d noticed the way the 
older woman had smiled at the two of them at dinner. “Does 
that worry you?” 


“No.” Gray changed directions, and started towards a far 
rise in the landscape. “There’s a cabin out this way I'd like 
to show you.” 


“Does someone live there?” Ram hoped Gray wasn’t taking 
him to visit an old neighbour. He wanted to spend some 
time alone with the man he couldn’t get off his mind. 


“Nope. It belonged to my grandpa. After he died, | took the 
place on as my own. It’s the kinda place | can get away to 
and be alone with my thoughts. Evidently Georgia went to 
clean it a couple years ago and discovered my stash of 
videos and magazines.” 


It didn’t take more than that for Ram to understand Gray’s 
quiet mood. No doubt Gray felt his privacy had been 
violated and was trying to cope. “That sucks.” 


Gray nodded. “I’m not mad. More than anything I think | feel 
guilty that Georgia’s had to carry my secret for so long.” 


They arrived at a dirt path and began to follow it. Ram was 
Surprised Gray was willing to take him to his secret 
hideaway. “So you’re really taking me to your cabin?” 


“Would you mind?” Gray asked, looking at Ram from under 
the brim of his hat. 


“ld be honoured.” 


Gray kicked Bellamy into a canter. “Then let’s stop wasting 
time and get there.” 
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Chapter Four 


By the time they reached the cabin, the sun had nearly set. 
“It’s bigger than | expected,” 


Ram said, dismounting Bean. 


“Right at six hundred square feet. Plenty big for what 
grandpa needed.” Gray yanked on the saddle cinch and 
unbuckled it. 


The action prompted Ram to do the same. Evidently Gray 
planned to stay a while, which was fine by Ram. Before long, 
both horses were unsaddled and safe inside a small corral 
with plenty of grass for them to eat. 


While Gray pumped water from the old well to fill the 
trough, Ram decided to have a quick look around. Nestled in 
a grove of soaring eighty-foot sugar maples, the small log 
cabin looked like something from a postcard. The overhead 
leaves were just starting to change colour. Ram couldn’t 
imagine a prettier place to be in the fall. 


“Nice, isn’t it?” Gray said, wrapping his arms around Ram 
from behind. 


“Gorgeous.” Ram grabbed Gray’s hand as it headed down to 
his cock and pulled him towards the small front porch. 
“Show me the bed.” 


Gray dug a set of keys out of his pocket and unlocked the 
deadbolt. 


“Get a lot of burglars up here?” Ram asked, his hands 
roaming Gray’s back and ass. 


Gray shrugged. “I told you, this is my place.” He pushed the 
door open and turned on a small floor lamp. 


Ram’s first look at the interior of the cabin surprised him. 
The main house was furnished with practical leather 
furniture suitable for the dirt and sweat that came with 
ranch life, but Gray’s hideaway was completely different. 
From the soft chenille overstuffed couch to the quirky 
chandelier made of repurposed wine bottles, the cabin held 
treasures that were obviously important to Gray. “Yeah, this 
is definitely your place.” 


Sex forgotten for the moment, Ram studied a painting 
mounted above the river rock fireplace. It was a watercolour 
portrait of the cabin. The fall leaves Ram had glimpsed 
earlier were depicted in perfect harmony with a newer 
version of the cabin. “Who did this?” 


Gray stared at the painting and smiled. “Grandpa Conner. 
There are several more throughout the cabin. | found them 
here after his death.” Gray shook his head. “It seems he 
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used this place for his secret passion as well. As far as | 
know, no one else knew he had such a gift within him.” 


What was it about the Conner men that led them to hide the 
best parts of themselves from the outside world? Looking at 
the painting, Ram wished he’d known Gray’s grandfather. 
He realised what a gift Gray had given him by bringing him 
to the secret world he obviously loved. Now he understood 


why Georgia’s intrusion had upset Gray as much as it 
obviously had. Ram turned and pulled Gray into his arms. 
“Thanks for bringing me here.” 


Gray covered Ram’s mouth with his own. The kiss was more 
than tongue play to Ram. 


It was the true beginning of what he hoped would be a 
lasting partnership. He’d had plenty of sex but he’d never 
felt connected. It might have been the intimacy of the cabin, 
but Ram thought it went beyond their location. 
Understanding dawned as the kiss deepened. He truly cared 
about Gray. 


Suddenly kissing wasn’t enough. Ram needed more of Gray 
than he’d ever wanted before. He broke the kiss and 
reached down to unbuckle his belt. The bed was across the 
room, begging for attention, and Ram’s body yearned to roll 
naked in the sheets with Gray. 


Buckle out of the way, Ram unbuttoned before lowering the 
zipper on his jeans. He watched as Gray mirrored his 
actions, their knuckles brushing more than once as they 
Stripped out of their boots and clothes without moving away 
from each other. 


Although it was close, Gray was the first to get naked. He 
went to his knees and swiped the pierced head of Ram’s 
cock with his tongue. “Mmm.” 


While his brain still worked, Ram dug into the pocket of his 
jeans and pulled out the lube and a single foil packet. He 
hoped they could do without the condom, but he wanted 
Gray to make the decision. 


In the process of tonguing the silver Prince Albert, Gray 
stared up at Ram for several moments before knocking the 


condom to the floor. “Don’t need it. You’ve shown me your 
test results, and I’ve shown you mine.” 


Those simple words spurred Ram into action. Although he 
loved the feel of Gray’s mouth on his cock, there were other 
things he wanted to get to before they were interrupted 
again. He reached down and pulled Gray to his feet. “Let’s 
go to bed.” 


The light from the lamp beside the front door cast a soft 
glow on the bedroom niche carved out of the cabin. Because 
fall was upon them and they hadn’t bothered with a fire, the 
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cabin was too cool to strip the covers from the bed. Ram slid 
between the sheets and waited anxiously for Gray to join 
him. 


Naked, Gray took the time to lock the front door and close 
the curtains. By the time Gray joined him in bed, Ram’s cock 
had begun to soften. 


Seemingly unaware of Ram’s predicament, Gray opened the 
bedside drawer and withdrew a bottle of lube. He placed the 
bottle at the head of the bed above them before pressing 
himself against Ram. “Mmm, finally.” 


Ram stared into Gray’s eyes. “It’s after nine and we’re in the 
middle of four hundred acres. Did you really have to take 
the time to close the curtains?” 


Gray brushed a kiss across Ram’s lips. “Old habit, | guess. 
Don’t read too much into it.” 


Right. Ram tried, once again, to remember the reasoning 
behind Gray’s request for absolute secrecy. He’d never been 
the kind of man who openly sought out men to fuck, but 
he’d never felt the need to hide who he was either. Still, 
Ram understood that everyone deserved to come out to 
their friends and family at their own pace. 


Gray reached between them and wrapped his hand around 
Ram’s cock. He seemed surprised to find Ram’s erection 
deflated. When Gray started to withdraw his hand, Ram 
quickly reached down to hold it where it was. Looking Gray 
in the eyes, Ram knew he had to speak his mind. “I knew 
going into this that we’d have to keep things quiet, but | 
never imagined it would bother me so much.” 


“Sorry, but...” 


Ram shook his head, cutting Gray off before he could finish. 
“I know that. You’ve been upfront with me, and | respect you 
for it.” To soften his words, Ram brushed a kiss over Gray’s 
lips. “But would you do me a favour and not make it so 
noticeable? I’ve never been someone’s dirty secret, and | 
don’t care for it.” 


Gray’s thumb lightly rubbed the tip of Ram’s cock. “I don’t 
want you to feel that way. 


You're the most exciting thing to happen to me since | 
admitted to myself | didn’t feel any attraction towards 
women.” 


The longer Gray stroked Ram’s cock the harder it became. 
Evidently Ram’s body was ready to put the discussion 


behind them for the moment and get down to what it had 
craved since meeting the handsome silver-eyed man. 


Giving in to his body’s desires wasn’t difficult. Ram knew 
they would continue the conversation later, but for now he 
really needed to know the intimacy that only came with 
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being inside someone. He thrust his leg between Gray’s 
thighs and leaned in for a kiss. As he explored Gray’s 
mouth, the need inside him continued to grow. Kissing was 
definitely the magic key to jumpstart Ram’s libido. 


When Gray began grinding his erection against Ram’s upper 
thigh, Ram rolled Gray under him. Breaking the kiss, Ram 
insinuated himself between Gray’s legs, spreading them 
further apart. He sat back on his heels and stared down at 
all the delicious skin he couldn’t wait to lick and kiss. “You're 
somethin’ else.” 


“I could say the same,” Gray replied, reaching out to flick 
the silver hoop with his finger. 


The action sent shivers up Ram’s spine. He reached down 
and pinched Gray’s nipples, testing the water. Although 
they’d spent hours on the phone and chatting via the 
Internet, their relationship hadn’t progressed past handjobs 
and blowjobs. Ram wondered if Gray’s chest was as 
sensitive as his own. 


Gray arched off the bed. The harder Ram squeezed the 
man’s pebbled nubs, the louder Gray moaned. Ram moved 
to brace himself on his hands as he took one of Gray’s 
nipples between his teeth. He didn’t bite hard enough to 
leave a bruise but it was tempting. 


“Oh, God,” Gray groaned. He wrapped his legs around 
Ram’s waist as he pushed against Ram’s shoulders. 


“Want me to stop?” Ram asked, leaning away from Gray. 


“Yes—no. Hell, | don’t Know what I want more, your dick or 
your hands on me.” 


Ram rolled to the side and reached for the bottle of lube. He 
coated his fingers with the slick stuff before leaning over for 
a kiss. As his tongue mapped the inside of Gray’s mouth, 
Ram found Gray’s tight pucker. After spending several 
moments rimming the soft skin with his index finger, Ram 
pushed slowly inside. 


Without breaking the kiss, Gray reached for the bottle of 
lube. Moments after Ram had moved his way up to two 
fingers inside Gray, he felt Gray’s slippery palm coat his 
cock with lube. 


Ram pulled his tongue out of Gray’s mouth and moaned. “l 
usually try to show a little more finesse with my partners, 
but | can’t think of anything but gettin’ inside you.” 


Gray gave the silver hoop a slight tug. “I’m dying to know 
what this feels like.” 


“Your wish is my command.” Ram withdrew his fingers and 
fit himself on top of Gray. 


Positioning the head of his cock at Gray’s hole, Ram began 
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grimace on Gray’s face as his body stretched to 
accommodate Ram’s girth had Ram backing off. 


“No. l'Il be okay in a minute.” 
“A minute’s a long time when you're hurtin’.” 
“Do it again,” Gray pleaded. 


Ram applied more slick to his cock. When he breached 
Gray’s opening the second time, the initial four inches went 
in relatively smoothly. Ram studied Gray’s face as he slowly 
began rocking in and out of Gray’s body. “You still okay?” 


“I’m good.” Gray spread his legs further apart, urging Ram 
to go deeper. 


By the time Ram had filled Gray to the hilt, it took every 
ounce of his control to give Gray time to adjust to the 
invasion. He tried to think of anything to keep his mind off 
the desire to fuck Gray as hard and fast as he could. With 
his eyes closed tight, Ram thought of the picture hanging 
over the mantel. Pulling the shades of yellow, red and brown 
to the forefront of his mind, he imagined himself sitting 
beside Gray in the twin rockers that looked like they’d been 
there for years. 


“You didn’t fall asleep on me, did ya?” Gray asked, running 
his hands down Ram’s back. 


“Just trying to give you time.” 


“I’ve had years of time. | need something completely 
different at the moment,” Gray said around a chuckle. 


Ram withdrew several inches of his length before pushing 
back inside. “Okay?” 


“More. You don’t have to baby me, goddammit.” 


Taking Gray at his word, Ram started fucking him with 
everything he’d held back. 


After several minutes, Ram sat back and grabbed the man’s 
ankles, guiding the pale legs to rest over his shoulders. The 
new position allowed Ram to plunge even deeper. Within 
moments he was hammering Gray’s ass at blinding speed. 


“I can’t... Ram!” Gray was the first to come, splashing white 
seed onto his own stomach. 


Free to finally give in to his own climax, Ram stared down at 
his partner. With a wild grunt he buried himself inside Gray 
and let the wants of his body override his need to make it 
last. 
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Ram collapsed, burying his face against Gray’s sweaty neck. 
He closed his eyes as he slowly came down from the erotic 
high of fucking Gray. He felt relaxed for the first time since 
receiving the phone call from his uncle about his mom. 
Sleep. All he wanted was to spend the night in Gray’s arms. 


Beside the bed, Gray’s cell phone began to play the latest 
song by Brad Paisley. Ram’s plan was to ignore the intrusion, 
they were an hour from the ranch anyway, but Gray began 
to squirm, trying to get out from under Ram. 


“I need to get that,” Gray explained as he untangled 
himself. He grabbed his jeans off the floor and unclipped the 
phone from his belt. “Gray,” he answered. 


Ram rolled on to his back and stared up at the beamed 
ceiling. Annoyed didn’t begin to describe his sudden mood. 
He’d given up precious hours to be with Gray because he 
knew if they were going to move forward he needed to 
make the time, but a simple phone call had spoilt their time 
together. Listening to Gray talk to Georgia, it was obviously 
another problem with Raleigh. With the phone cradled 
between his ear and his shoulder, Gray pulled on his 
underwear. 


Well, fuck. Ram didn’t make a move to put on his clothes. 
He waited for Gray to hang up before saying anything. 
“What'd she do now?” 


Gray tossed his phone to the bed and zipped his jeans. “The 
police picked her up in the park, drinking and making out 
with some asshole. | have to go into town before they'll 
release her.” 


“You should leave her there for the night. Maybe it’d teach 
her a lesson.” Ram moved off the bed and started gathering 
his clothes. 


“I guess Raleigh’s lucky you aren’t me then,” Gray 
mumbled, picking up his phone. 


“You don’t have to go back with me. Stay here and get some 
Sleep.” 


Ram shook his head. “If I’m not going to be with you | might 
as well go back to the hospital.” 


Gray gave Ram a quick kiss. “I’m sorry about this.” 
“Whatever. You have to do what you have to.” 


Gray stared at Ram for several moments before stepping 
back. “l'Il get the horses saddled while you finish getting 
dressed.” 


After Gray made a quick trip to the bathroom, Ram was left 
alone in the cabin that had held so much promise. Maybe he 
was getting too far ahead of himself. Sure the explosive 
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moments he’d enjoyed with Gray were memorable, but 
were they enough to pin his dreams on? The longer Ram 
thought about it, the madder he became. He’d left a damn 
good job to follow his cock. Maybe he was a bigger fool than 
he’d ever given himself credit for. 


x OK OK OX 


By the time Gray left the police station, it was nearly three 
in the morning. He was tired, out of sorts and aching to be 


in Ram’s arms. He glanced at Raleigh and shook his head. 
She was sound asleep. “Wake up.” 


When Gray tried to nudge her shoulder, Raleigh groaned 
and swatted at his hand. 


“Leave me alone.” 


“| don’t think so. We can either do this now or when we get 
home, but you’re not going to bed until we get a few things 
settled.” Gray waited, his patience at an all-time low. 


Raleigh finally opened her eyes. “I had a couple of beers 
with my boyfriend. If the cops hadn’t been nosing around 
you wouldn’t even have known it.” 


Gray’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. The man they’d 
arrested was six years older than his niece. “What the hell 
are you doing going out with a twenty-three-year-old? 


l'Il be surprised if they don’t charge him with contributing to 
the delinquency of a minor.” 


Raleigh crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you really 
want to know, or is all this leading up to a speech about how 
you don’t want me to end up like my mother?” 


Gray glanced at Raleigh’s profile for several seconds before 
looking back at the road. He knew Rebecca’s abandonment 
had been hard on Raleigh, but the girl was starting to use it 
as an excuse whenever she got out of line. Although Gray 
felt bad about the way his sister had treated her daughter, 
he was tired of paying for Rebecca’s mistakes. 


“I’m sorry you were given a crappy mother, but I’m tired of 
you using it to get what you want. I’ve been right here for 
most of your life, and I’ve done everything in my power to 


make up for my sister. But don’t you think it’s time you 
started taking responsibility for your actions?” 


“My actions? Are you talking about Todd or what | do with 
every other man who steps foot on Sunset Ridge?” 


Gray pulled under the ornate ranch sign and stopped the 
truck. He turned off the engine. “I want names.” 
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It was obvious by the wide smile on Raleigh’s face that she 
was enjoying herself. Gray only ever talked to her about the 
basics of sex. If Raleigh was trying to embarrass him into 
dropping the subject, she was about to be sorely 
disappointed. “Did you hear me?” 


“I heard you,” Raleigh replied. “Would you like the names of 
your employees or your customers?” As she asked the 
question, Raleigh looked over Gray’s shoulder. 


Gotcha. “You’ve never been a good liar,” Gray told her. 


“I’m not lying. I’m the biggest slut in Pulaski County next to 
my mother. Just ask your new manager.” 


Telling lies about herself was one thing, but Gray drew the 
line when his niece started telling stories about other 
people. He leaned over until his face was right in hers. “Now 
you listen to me. This is going to stop right here. | don’t 
know what I’ve done to make you think you can get away 


with acting like you are, but | won’t stand for it. Consider 
yourself carless for the next month. You'll take the bus to 
and from school. When you get home you'll go to your room 
and stay there until dinner, after which you'll do the dishes.” 


“You've got to be kidding. Georgia gets paid for doing the 
dishes.” 


Staring at his niece, Gray wondered how he could undo 
years of indulgence without doing more harm than good. He 
wasn’t without blame, but his father had accomplished the 
bulk of the spoiling. Despite everything, when Gray looked 
at Raleigh he saw the little girl who was abandoned by her 
mother at such a young age. 


Gray took a deep breath. Yelling at Raleigh wasn’t the 
answer. He needed to find a way to get through to his niece 
without pushing her away. Perhaps Georgia could help? “lIl 
let Georgia help you with the dishes as long as you show her 
respect.” 


Raleigh rolled her eyes. “Can’t one of the ranch hands take 
me to school at least? The bus is completely disgusting.” 


“We'll see how you’re doing after the first week. If you’re 
helping Georgia like you’re supposed to, I’m sure | can get 
someone to drive you into town for school.” 


When Raleigh didn’t reply, Gray made no move to start the 
car. “This is where you say thank you,” he finally reminded 
her. 


“Thank you? I’m supposed to thank you for grounding me?” 
“You're damn lucky I’m going easy on you. Cut your losses 


and say thank you before | decide to tack something else on 
to your punishment.” 


“Thank you,” Raleigh grumbled. 
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Baby steps, Gray reminded himself. 


x OK OK x 


Ram skipped breakfast the next morning and was already 
busy at work when his cell phone rang. He looked at the 
display and took a deep breath before answering. “Ram.” 


“Missed you at breakfast this morning,” Gray said. 


“Yeah, | just got back from the hospital. Uncle Bob’s going to 
sit with her while I try to get some work done.” Although 
Raleigh had something to do with Ram’s breakfast refusal, 
he also didn’t want to deal with his lingering feelings of 
unease around Gray. “Besides, | thought I’d stay out of the 
line of fire at the breakfast table.” 


“No bullets fired this morning unless she used a silencer. I’m 
sure it'll be a few days before she’s willing to talk to me 
again. | could’ve used the company.” 


Ram refused to apologise for missing the meal so he kept 
quiet. He’d needed Gray’s company the previous night, but, 
once again, Raleigh had come between them. 


“You still there?” Gray asked. 


“Yep, just going over the vaccination schedule for the 
pregnant mares. It looks like three of them are due for their 
nine month rhino vaccination. Good planning, by the way, 
I'd say the foals should drop right near the first of the year.” 


“Good. I'd like to go over the list of available brood mares 
and get them matched up with a couple of our newest 
stallions. Can you spare an hour or so?” 


Ram had to remind himself that a daily meeting with Gray 
was part of the job. “Yeah, l'Il be up in ten minutes.” 


“See ya then.” 


Ram hung up the phone and took a stroll through the 
stables. He spotted Kyle, one of the hands, and headed his 
way. “Why’s Lady still in her stall?” 


Kyle shook a load of manure off the pitchfork before turning 
to address Ram. “She didn’t want to leave this morning. | 
thought it'd be better to leave her until you had a chance to 
check on her.” 


Ram walked back and entered Lady’s stall. Unlike most of 
the pregnant mares, Lady was purely a work horse. 
According to Gray, one of the stallions had jumped the fence 
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got into the pasture while Lady was in season. Ram ran a 
hand down the swell of the mare’s stomach. “Hey, Kyle, can 
you come in here?” 


“Something wrong?” Kyle asked, joining Ram. 


“The paperwork says she’s only five months along, but that 
can’t be right.” 


Kyle shook his head. “No, that’s right. It was May when 
Bellamy jumped the fence. Doc Springer confirmed her 
pregnancy two weeks later.” 


“Did he use ultrasound?” Ram continued to map the horse’s 
stomach with his hands. 


“Yeah.” Kyle chuckled. “Doc hates using it, but Gray insists 
on it.” 


“Did he do a second one?” 


Kyle took his hat off and brushed the wheat-coloured hair 
back from his forehead before resettling his Stetson. “Sorry, 
that | don’t know. | know he usually does them, but if he did 
a second ultrasound on Lady | wasn’t here.” 


With a single nod, Ram dismissed Kyle. “Thanks.” 


“Sorry. | hope | didn’t do anything wrong,” Kyle said on his 
way out of the stall. 


“If there’s a problem, it isn’t yours.” Ram gave Lady one last 
stroke between the eyes before heading towards the house. 
He had a bad feeling. 


x k OK x 
Gray took a sip of hot coffee before setting the cup onto the 


same desk his grandpa had used. It had been obvious from 
their earlier conversation that Ram was still mad about the 


previous night. When the front door slammed shut, Gray 
braced himself for a fight. 


Ram appeared in the open doorway with fire in his eyes. “Is 
it only Thoroughbreds you care about around here?” 


“Excuse me?” Gray wasn’t sure what horses had to do with 
Ram’s present mood. 


“One of the mares is carrying twins.” 


Gray shook his head. “Not possible. The doc’s supposed to 
ultrasound all the mares who've been bred.” 


Ram jerked his head back towards the way he’d come. 
“Follow me.” 


Without waiting for Gray to catch up, Ram stormed out of 
the house. Gray rose, took another sip of coffee and 
followed. The last thing Gray planned on doing was running 
to catch up with his manager. 


www.total-e-bound.com 

SUNSET RIDGE 

Carol Lynne 

47 

Entering the stable, Gray stopped. “Where’d you go?” 
“I’m in with Lady.” 


Lady? Gray’s heart rate increased. Of all the mares on 
Sunset Ridge, Lady was his favourite. She may not have 
been worth a quarter of what the others were worth, but 


Lady had been born on the ranch. He entered Lady’s stall to 
find Ram checking out her back end. 


“What’s wrong?” 


Ram dropped Lady’s tail. “Did your vet do a second 
ultrasound on her?” 


“I don’t know. | can check her records if you’d like. Jim, the 
old manager, handled that. 


Why? Is there something wrong?” Gray asked again. 
“I'd bet you a year’s pay this mare’s carrying twins.” 


Gray’s stomach dropped. He knew how dangerous it was for 
horses to carry more than one foal. “lIl get her file.” In the 
far corner of the tack room Gray opened the fireproof file 
cabinet. He searched alphabetically for Lady’s file but came 
up short. “What the hell?” 


Gray knelt on the floor and opened the bottom drawer. In 
the back of the drawer was a hanging folder that was 
labelled stock horses. It was there that he found Lady’s 
information. 


Why it was filed incorrectly Gray would probably never 
know. He stood and set the file on top of an available 
saddle. Reading through Lady’s records, Gray couldn’t 
believe what he saw. Shit. 


File in hand, Gray rejoined Ram. “Not good.” He handed the 
papers to Ram. “Jim and Doc decided not to spend the extra 
money on a second ultrasound for Lady since they didn’t 
consider her valuable.” He knew it was his responsibility as 
owner of the ranch to make sure the animals were well 
cared for. “I’ve no excuse for why things happened the way 


they did. | should’ve known earlier that Jim was no longer 
right for the job.” 


“Before you go blaming yourself or your ex-manager, I’d 
take a good long look at the vet you have looking after 
these animals. I’ve not met the man, but as far as I’m 
concerned | don’t care to see him ever step foot on the 
ranch again. Surely there’s another vet in the area.” 


Gray nodded. “I’m sure there is. Dad always used Doc 
Springer so it never occurred to me to go looking for anyone 
else.” 


Ram handed back Lady’s file before returning his attention 
to the pregnant mare. “Kyle told me she didn’t want to go 
outside this morning. Looking at her now, I’m worried she’s 
getting ready to abort, although | didn’t see any signs of 
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the horse’s extended abdomen again. “If they’d done 
another ultrasound they could’ve aborted the twin before it 
had time to attach.” 


“FIL go make some calls,” Gray replied. 


After looking around, Ram stepped forward and reached for 
Gray’s hand. “Sorry if | was out of line earlier.” 


“I’m not. You just proved to me that | hired the right man for 
the job.” 


www.total-e-bound.com 
SUNSET RIDGE 
Carol Lynne 


49 


Chapter Five 


Gray waited on the front porch for Ben Moore, a veterinarian 
his neighbour had recommended. The guilt over Lady’s twin 
pregnancy was eating him alive. How could he call himself a 
responsible horse breeder if something like this could 
happen right under his nose? 


The phone call with Doc Springer had got ugly. By the end of 
their conversation, Georgia had come into Gray’s office to 
see what all the commotion was about. It wasn’t often that 
Gray raised his voice. Arguing at the top of his lungs was 
completely unheard of for Gray, but he’d let his temper get 
the better of him. 


A white Ford F-350 Super Duty pickup turned into the long 
drive. Gray hoped like hell Dr Moore was as good as his 
recommendation. 


The truck slowed as it neared the house, but Gray motioned 
towards the stable where Ram waited impatiently. Ram was 
another issue. Gray couldn’t help but feel he’d let his new 
manager down. Although Ram had told Gray he didn’t 
blame him for Lady’s condition, they both knew it wouldn’t 
have happened if Gray had been more involved in the daily 
running of the ranch. 


Ben parked his truck and opened the door before Gray had a 
chance to make it to the stable. Damn. Ben’s long legs and 
broad chest looked better suited to a football uniform than a 
black Stetson and Wranglers. The blond ponytail hanging 
down his back seemed even more out of place for the 
conservative area they lived in. 


Gray smiled. He hadn’t even met the man and already he 
could tell he was going to like him. “Thanks for coming on 
such short notice,” Gray said, reaching out his hand. 


Ben shook Gray’s hand and peered down at him. “I’m glad 
you called. I’ve driven by Sunset Ridge for a couple of years 
now and always admired the place.” 


“I appreciate that.” Gray spotted Ram standing in the 
doorway. “Ben, I'd like you to meet Jack Ramsdale, my ranch 
manager.” 


Ram stepped forward and shook Ben’s hand. “Ram, please.” 


“Nice to meet you,” Ben replied. “I hear you have twins on 
the way.” 


“Well, that’s what we're afraid of,” Ram began, leading Ben 
into the stable. 
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Gray held back. It wasn’t that he was uninterested in the 
conversation, Lady was like a member of the family, but 
Ram still seemed mad at him for running after Raleigh 
instead of spending the night in the cabin. Maybe it was 
better to let Ram cool off for a while. Gray already knew 
enough about Ram to know the man didn’t stay mad for 
long. He suspected it was a trait that made Ram a good 
manager. 


He stood outside the stall while Ram and Ben checked on 
Lady. Within minutes, Ben came to the same conclusion. 
“Let me get my ultrasound machine out of the truck so we 
can see exactly what we're dealing with.” 


As soon as Ben left, Ram walked over to stand in front of 
Gray with the stall between them. “Does Lady have a 
history of conceiving twins?” 


Gray shook his head. “She’s never been pregnant. Dad 
didn’t believe in breeding the work horses, so we always 
kept the mares away from the stallions.” He ran a hand over 
his face. “I can’t say that I’m not concerned for the foals, 
but right now I’m more worried about Lady.” 


Ram did something unexpected and brushed a kiss across 
Gray’s lips. “Don’t. We’ll do what we have to to make sure 
she’s safe.” 


“I thought you were mad at me.” 


“Not mad. Disappointed. Not necessarily in you, just the 
whole situation. It’s hard to be around you and not have 
permission to touch you.” Ram kissed Gray again, adding a 
little tongue play before pulling back. “I guess if | want to 
work here l'Il have to get used to it.” 


A noise stopped Gray from reciprocating the tender gesture. 
He stiffened as Ben cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt,” 
Ben said. 


“No problem,” Ram answered, opening the stall door for 
Ben. Before Ram returned his attention to Lady, he winked 
at Gray. “I can handle it from here if you have something 
else you need to take care of.” 


Gray didn’t, but he wasn’t sure what kind of help he could 
offer. “I'll go make sure the hands are lined out. Is the 
schedule on your desk?” 


“Yeah. Thanks.” 


“Make sure you call me once you know something.” Gray 
felt Ram’s gaze like a physical touch as he walked away. It 
was one of those moments that had Gray rethinking his 
entire future. If he’d been out of the closet he would have 
openly sought comfort from Ram. 
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Unfortunately, he was so used to living his life in secret he 
didn’t know how to survive any other way. 


x k OK x 


It took everything Gray had to stand beside Ram at the 
small grave-side service and not offer physical comfort. 
He’d gone as far as brushing his hand against Ram’s, but 
even that made him paranoid. 


The minister said his final words before gesturing to Ram. 
“Do you have anything you'd like to add?” 


Ram cleared his throat. “Just that | appreciate you all 
coming. | have no doubt she’s holding Dad’s hand, looking 
down on me today with a smile on her face.” He let out an 


unexpected chuckle. “Although I’m sure she’s telling Dad | 
should’ve gotten a haircut.” 


Gray glanced around at the small crowd of mourners and 
noticed most of them were also struggling with tears. Gray 
refused to let himself cry. His dad had always told him 
crying was a sign of weakness in a man. 


After Ram had said his piece, he stepped forward and laid a 
hand on the light oak coffin. Gray could see Ram’s lips move 
but couldn’t hear what was being said. Several moments 
after approaching the casket, Ram turned and strode 
towards the line of vehicles. 


Gray took a moment to lay a hand on the coffin as well. “I'll 
take care of him,” he whispered to himself. Before going 
after Ram, Gray found Georgia among the mourners. 


“Would you make sure Raleigh gets back to school?” 


“Sure.” Georgia squeezed Gray’s hand. “l'Il probably do 
some shopping while I’m in town so you should have the 
house to yourselves for a couple of hours.” 


“Thanks.” Gray thanked several of the hired hands for 
coming before going in search of Ram. He found him leaning 
against his pickup. “Ready to go?” 


Ram nodded before opening the passenger door. “Please.” 


It wasn’t easy, but Gray managed to get his truck past the 
parked cars and out of the cemetery. The moment they were 
back on the open road, he reached for Ram’s hand. There 
wasn’t much he could say, but he wanted to offer Ram the 
support he hadn’t been able to give earlier. “Do you want to 
go over to your uncle Bob’s? | know they’re having some 
sort of dinner.” 
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Ram threaded his fingers through Gray’s. “I think I’m done 
with people today.” 


“That include me?” 
Ram shook his head but didn’t say anything. 


“We'll have the house to ourselves for a while. Georgia’s 
going to do some shopping after she drops Raleigh off at 
school.” 


“No offence, but I’m too damn old to be sneaking around in 
your house while everyone else is gone. If you don’t mind, 
I'd like to go by Momma’s house.” 


“You sure?” 


“Yeah. Right now | don’t want to hide. | don’t want to 
pretend I’m someone else. | just want to be in the one place 
I’ve always been free to be myself.” 


Gray turned a corner and headed for town. He’d known for a 
while that Ram was unhappy with his desire to hide their 
relationship, but never had it been thrown in his face so 
blatantly. They would need to discuss it, but Gray was smart 
enough to know it wasn’t the time. Ram’s emotions were 
too close to the surface, and Gray was already feeling 
defensive. 


Later, Gray promised himself. 


x OK OK OX 


Two weeks later, Ram waited in the truck for Raleigh to get 
out of school. Although she’d been on her best behaviour 
around Gray, Ram doubted the little tigress had changed 
her stripes. Usually he would send one of the hands into 
town to pick her up, but a detention for talking had Raleigh 
at school after normal quitting time. 


With a customer in town to look over the pregnant 
Thoroughbreds, Gray was needed at the ranch. Of course 
that left Ram. He tapped his fingers against the steering 
wheel in time with the song on the radio. 


Despite having buried his mom two weeks earlier, Ram was 
in a surprisingly good mood. Things with Gray were slowly 
progressing. Lady had made it past the two hundred day 
mark without aborting her foals and Gray had successfully 
closed a deal that would bring a new Barb stallion to the 
Sunset Ridge. There were two more that Gray was dying to 
buy, but first he had to close a deal with a wealthy buyer 
from Kentucky. 


Ram grinned to himself. Gray may not be as good at the 
day-to-day running of the ranch, but the man had a head for 
business and a passion for Thoroughbreds. 
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The passenger door opened, bringing Ram out of his 
thoughts. He put his seat belt on and started the truck. 


“Where’s Gray?” Raleigh asked. 


“Schmoozing, Andrew Carlson, that good ole boy from 
Lexington. He asked me to remind you to be on your best 
behaviour at dinner.” 


Raleigh remained unusually quiet until they left town. Ram 
glanced at the beautiful girl and noticed the sorrowful 
expression on her face. “You okay?” he asked. 


Raleigh shook her head. “Why does he always expect the 
worst of me?” 


“Who? ” 


“Uncle Gray,” she whispered in a voice years younger than 
her actual age. 


Raleigh turned her body away from him. Despite her new 
position he saw her wipe tears from her eyes. Ram felt as 
though the world as he knew it had shifted. He wasn’t used 
to seeing Raleigh vulnerable. Worse, he didn’t know if he 
could trust his instincts. It was entirely possible that 
Raleigh’s display of emotion was a trick. 


“I don’t think Gray expects the worst, but you have to admit 
you've got a pretty good track record for causing trouble. 
This deal he’s working on is really important for the ranch. | 
think he just wants it to go smoothly.” Coddling someone 
wasn’t something Ram was comfortable with, but Raleigh’s 
tears were too much for him to handle. “I know he wants 
you there though. Although you may think differently at 
times, Gray loves you more than anything.” 


Raleigh shook her head. “If he wanted kids, he’d have had 
them by now. | was dumped on him.” 


Ram searched for something to say. “Your mom really 
screwed you up, huh?” 


Raleigh spun around. “Why would you say something like 
that to me?” 


“Because | think it’s the truth, and | believe you make it 
harder on Gray than you need to. | understand why you're 
angry. Hell, if my mom had abandoned me I'd be mad, too. 
But I think the thing you fail to see is that Gray hasn’t gone 
anywhere. Sure he bitches from time to time and he 
punishes you when it needs to be done, but none of it takes 
away from the fact that he loves you and he’s the one who’s 
there when you need him.” 


“Do you know she didn’t even bother to call me on my 
birthday this year?” 


Ram pulled a clean bandana out of his back pocket and 
handed it to Raleigh. As she cleaned her nose, he tried to 
imagine what life must be like for a seventeen-year-old girl 
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without her mother. “I should’ve introduced you to my 
momma. She always wanted a little girl, but God took the 
only one she ever managed to have.” 


Raleigh’s black sculpted eyebrows drew together. “She 
died?” 


“Yep, one of those crib death things that no one could 
explain. Her name was Jennifer. 


She was younger than | was by ten years.” 
“I'm sorry.” 


“Yeah, we all were. But the reason | told you about Jennifer 
is because you need to know that not all mothers are 
indifferent to their children.” Fuck. Had that really just come 
out of his mouth? “I’m sorry. That wasn’t the right thing to 
Say.” 


“Maybe it was. I’ve never had someone to talk to about her. 
| Know Uncle Gray’s mad at her for what she did, but she’s 
still his sister. Kinda like | love her even though | hate her 
guts.” 


“So instead of turning into her, why don’t you rise above 
her? Do you believe that you have to be a fuck-up just 
because she was?” 


Raleigh looked thoughtful for several moments. “You’re 
pretty good at this sort of thing. A lot better than Uncle 
Gray.” 


Ram leaned towards Raleigh and grinned. “He doesn’t know 
a whole lot about women. 


| think you scare him sometimes.” 


Raleigh let out a soft giggle. “Yeah, you may be right.” She 
tilted her head to the side. 


“Why do you suppose he’s never had a girlfriend?” 


Caught, Ram shrugged. “Umm, | don’t know. Maybe you 
Should ask him.” 


“Are you kidding? Uncle Gray’s like a closed book when it 
comes to his personal life.” 


Or a closed door, Ram thought to himself. He turned into the 
driveway and parked in front of the garage. “I think I’ve got 
just enough time to change before dinner.” 


Raleigh opened the door but before she climbed out of the 
truck she turned to look back at him. “Thanks for the ride, 
and ya know, the other stuff.” 


“You're welcome.” 

x OK OK OX 
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After Andrew Carlson left, Gray went upstairs to check on 
Raleigh before his nightly trip to the garage apartment. He 
knocked on Raleigh’s closed bedroom door. “Can | come in?” 


“Sure.” 


When Gray opened the door, Raleigh was already dressed in 
her customary T-shirt and pyjama pants. “Get all your 
homework done?” 


“Not quite, but l'Il be finished before ten.” Raleigh went 
back to her book. 


Gray watched her for several moments. He’d been 
impressed with her during dinner. 


He wasn’t sure why she’d suddenly had a change in her 
usual behaviour, but it had impressed both him and Andrew 
Carlson. “Thanks.” 


“For what?” she asked without looking up from her book. 
“For dinner. | appreciated the dress. Very nice.” 


With a dramatic sigh, Raleigh looked up at Gray. “Ram told 
me how important Mr Carlson’s business was to the ranch. 
You know | can act like an adult if you treat me like one.” 


Gray gave a quick nod. “l'Il remember that.” He started to 
close the door. “Good night, pumpkin.” 


“Good night, Uncle Gray. You know it’s been a while since 
you've called me pumpkin. 


I’ve missed it.” 


Gray paused before closing the door entirely. “I’ve missed it, 
too.” He smiled at Raleigh before shutting the door. He 
wondered if Ram was responsible for Raleigh’s new attitude. 


He turned out the lights and shut his own bedroom door 
before leaving the house. He climbed the stairs to Ram’s 
apartment and knocked. The nice thing about the 
bunkhouse was that it wasn’t visible from the garage so he 
didn’t need to worry about the hands seeing him enter 
Ram’s home. 


In one swift moment, the door opened and Ram reached out 
to pull Gray inside. He shut the door and pressed Gray 


against it. “I thought you’d never get here,” Ram said just 
before slamming his mouth against Gray’s. 


Gray wrapped his arms around Ram and held on. He had a 
lot to talk about, but his manager seemed to have other 
ideas. Accepting Ram’s kiss, Gray realised it was the best 
part of his day. He hated leaving in the middle of the night 
to go back to his room before Raleigh www.total-e- 
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woke up. Hours had been spent daydreaming about a life 
out of the closet lately, but he couldn’t do it until he was 
positive things would work out with Ram. 


Ram ground himself against Gray as the kiss continued. 
Gray had no doubt the front of his pants were wet with pre- 
cum by the time their lip-lock ended. “Guess that means 
you're happy to see me,” Gray gasped. 


Ram rubbed his erection against Gray’s. “It went well with 
Carlson, didn’t it?” 


“Yeah, it did. He promised to call me first thing next week.” 
Gray reached between them and unzipped his dress pants. 
“He’s agreed to pay a deposit, but we won’t get the rest of 
the money until January when the ladies drop their foals.” 


Gray still couldn’t believe it. Andrew Carlson was almost too 
good to be true. For years Gray had watched his father try 
to break into the upper circles of the racehorse community 
to no avail. Sunset Ridge Stables had always done well, but 


most of the money had been hard won. The deal with 
Carlson for all the Thoroughbreds sired by He’s a Champion 
would be enough to completely pay off the mortgage he’d 
taken out to buy the prize-winning racehorse, as well as buy 
the two Barb stallions he still had his eye on. At the time, his 
dad had called him a fool for risking his inheritance, but 
Gray had always believed you had to spend money to make 
it. 


“It’s the biggest deal this ranch has ever seen,” Gray said as 
Ram wrapped a hand around his cock. “It still doesn’t seem 
real.” 


“It’s real,” Ram assured him. “Although Carlson tried to play 
it cool, | could see how impressed he was with the operation 
you’ve built up.” 


Gray smiled. “Probably didn’t hurt that Andrew’s father let 
He’s a Champion slip through his fingers.” 


Despite Ram’s firm grip on his cock, Gray had other things 
on his mind. “You mind if we just talk?” Gray asked. 


“I’m not losing my touch, am I?” 


Gray chuckled. “Not in the slightest. | just feel so good right 
now | want to enjoy it for what it is.” 


“And you think sex will cloud that?” Ram asked. 


“Sex is a completely different emotion. | guess | want to 
bask in the fact that I’ve done something my father never 
could.” Gray gave Ram a quick kiss. “Does that make me a 
bastard?” 
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Ram stepped back and led Gray to the couch. “Not at all. | 
just hate to see you get too excited before the foals are 
delivered and the cheque’s cleared.” 


Gray shook his head. He refused to let anything pull him 
down from his present high. 


“Doesn't matter if Carlson backs out or not. Knowing how 
bad he wants them tells me he wouldn’t be the only one. If 
something goes wrong with this deal, l'Il find another.” 


With a sigh, Gray leant back against Ram’s chest. “Six 
weeks. All we have to do is keep the mares healthy and 
calm until the first of January.” 


x OK OK OX 


Walking into the house, Gray stopped in his tracks at the 
sound of laughter coming from the kitchen. He crept closer 
to the swinging door that separated the dining room from 
the kitchen and listened as Raleigh regaled Georgia with a 
story about falling on her ass at a pep rally. 


It wasn’t the story itself that amused Gray so much, it was 
hearing Raleigh laugh. He suddenly realised he hadn’t heard 
her laugh in a very long time. A large part of him wanted to 
push the door open and join in, but he was afraid of 
interrupting the special moment that the two women of the 
house were obviously sharing. 


“Aren't you going to be with your family for Thanksgiving?” 
Raleigh asked Georgia. 


Gray held his breath. Georgia’s husband had died before 
she’d come to live at Sunset Ridge and her only child had 
refused to speak with her for the last three years. He still 
wasn’t exactly sure what the fight had been about, but he’d 
heard a rumour in town that Georgia’s son, David, had gota 
girl pregnant and refused to support the child. Knowing his 
housekeeper the way he did, Gray figured Georgia felt a 
man of twenty-seven should stand up and take care of his 
child. Too bad Georgia hadn’t been around when Rebecca 
was growing up. 


“Yep,” Georgia replied. “I’m staying right here for 
Thanksgiving. Wouldn’t want you folks to go without my 
special chocolate pecan pie, and the whipped cream has to 
be made fresh or it doesn’t taste the same.” 


The sound of dishes being pulled from the cabinet reminded 
Gray he was eavesdropping. Before he turned to leave 
Raleigh and Georgia to their talk, he heard Raleigh say, “I’m 
glad you'll be here.” 
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Gray crept out of the house without making noise. He never 
had got around to asking Ram about Raleigh’s change in 
attitude over the last week. Because it was the day before 
Thanksgiving, Gray had given the hired hands a long 
weekend off. 


As he walked across the ranch yard, Gray inhaled the rich 
aroma of wood smoke coming from the chimney. He loved 
the cooler temperatures of late autumn. There was 
something about the warm and cosy atmosphere a fireplace 
provided that made Gray yearn to share an evening with 
Ram inside his house. 


He stopped walking and turned to stare at the house he’d 
grown up in. It was his now, so why shouldn’t he be able to 
live the life he longed for in it? He thought of the changes in 
Raleigh lately and wondered if she could be trusted to keep 
his secret? 


“You lost?” Ram called from the stable. 


“Just thinking.” He turned around and headed for Ram. “I 
need to talk to you.” 


“O kay. ” 


Gray led Ram into the stable. He continued until he reached 
Lady’s stall. “She doing okay?” 


“Yeah. What’s going on?” Ram asked with suspicion in his 
voice. 


Gray leaned his forearms on the wooden divider and clasped 
his hands. “Where do you see this thing between us going?” 


“| suppose wherever you'll let it go.” Ram rested his hip 
against the stall and crossed his arms. “Why?” 


“Because I’m tired of sneaking in and out of my own damn 
house.” 


“Good. It’s about time.” 


Gray pushed his hat higher on his forehead and turned his 
head to look at Ram. He needed to make a few things clear. 
“I’m not ready to go public if that’s what you’re hoping.” 


Ram chuckled. “Oh, | gave up hope of you ever coming out 
of the closet the day of my mom’s funeral.” 


Gray straightened before turning to face Ram. “I gave you 
everything | could that day.” 


“If you say so.” 


“What the hell’s that supposed to mean? | was upfront with 
you from the start. So don’t act like you didn’t know what 
you were getting into.” With his arms still at his sides, Gray 
pushed Ram with his chest. 
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Ram’s eyes narrowed. “Someday maybe you'll figure out 
that you love me as much as | do you and you won’t care 
what other people think. But until that day I have every 
fucking right to be pissed off.” 


Before Gray could respond, Ram’s lips slammed into his. His 
mouth was forced open by an insistent tongue as Ram’s 
arms wrapped around him. Gray reciprocated, moving his 
hands to Ram’s ass. He pressed the hard ridge of his arousal 
against Ram and moaned into the kiss. 


“Dinner’s...” Raleigh’s cheerful voice died out before she 
finished her sentence. 


Gray automatically pushed himself away from Ram before 
turning towards Raleigh. All he saw was her retreating back 
as she ran out of the stable. “Shit!” 


“I thought you said you were planning on telling her.” 


“Yeah, but telling and showing are two different things,” 
Gray mumbled. 


“Want me to go with you to talk to her?” Ram asked. 


Gray turned and gave Ram a quick kiss. “Thanks, but I think 
it'll be easier for her if | do it alone.” He took Ram’s hand 
and started walking towards the house. “Did you mean what 
you said about being in love with me?” 


“Wouldn’t have said it if | didn’t.” 


Gray nodded. “Good because by the time this is all said and 
done you may be the only one.” 


Ram lifted Gray’s hand and kissed it without letting go. 
“Who knows, Raleigh might surprise you.” 


“Yeah, that’s why she ran out of here like she did.” 


“Did you ever walk in on your parents making out?” Ram 
asked. 


“Hell no. Not once did | even see my dad give Mom a peck 
on the cheek.” 


“That could explain a few things.” 


Gray stopped, pulling Ram up short. “What things?” 


“Why you have this stick up your ass about showing your 
feelings to the rest of the world.” 


“Well excuse me for being brought up to believe what 
happens between two people is no one’s business but their 
own.” Gray started towards the house. He refused to get 
into a fight over his need for privacy where his love life was 
concerned. 
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“I came home from school early one day to find my parents 
fucking in the kitchen. It was the most embarrassing thing 
I’ve ever experienced, but now when I look back, I’m kinda 
glad they had a good sex life.” 


Gray looked at Ram over his shoulder. He couldn’t imagine 
witnessing such a thing. He reached the front porch and 
stopped before opening the door. “Why don’t you use the 
kitchen door? Maybe you can convince Georgia to eat with 
us for a change. | think it’s important we start acting like a 
family.” 


Gray grinned to himself and strode inside, leaving Ram 
Slack-jawed on the front porch. 


He knew Ram wasn’t expecting to be referred to as part of 
the family, but since Raleigh obviously already knew 
something was going on, Gray saw no reason to hide his 
feelings from the other members of the household. 


He wasn’t surprised to see Raleigh sitting quietly at the 
dining table. Gray took his hat off and hung it on the peg 
before taking his customary seat. “You want to talk about 
what you saw?” 


Raleigh shook her head. “No.” 


Gray moved his silverware aside and leaned his forearms on 
the table. “I need you not to be disgusted with me.” 


Raleigh’s head sprang up. “I’m not disgusted. I’m mad. | 
can’t believe you kept something that important from me. 
How long’s it been going on?” 


The last thing Gray wanted was to talk about his sex life 
with his niece. “Let’s just say we hit it off the first night we 
met and leave it at that.” 


“Am | the only one you've lied to?” she asked. 


“| didn’t lie.” Gray sighed. “Look, you know how things are 
around here. What do you think the people in town would 
say if they knew? Not to mention all the teasing you’d 
probably get in school.” 


“No! Don’t you dare put this on me. | couldn’t care less what 
anyone at that school thinks of me.” Raleigh’s expression 
turned guilty. “I know I led you to believe that | was popular 
and all, but I’m not. Every time | make a friend | end up 
bailing on them when they start to get too close.” She 
shrugged. “It’s the reason | dated that older guy. He was 
cute and fun, but he didn’t want anything from me but a 
good time. | can handle that. It’s what comes after that | 
haven’t figured out.” 
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The protective uncle inside Gray latched on to Raleigh’s 
statement. “You stay away from older men. Hell, stay away 
from all men.” 


“Why? You don’t.” Raleigh cracked a mischievous smile, 
automatically breaking some of the tension in the room. 


“I’m not seventeen,” he reminded her, returning a grin. 


Raleigh crossed her arms over her chest and sat back in her 
chair. After studying Gray for several moments, she nodded. 
“I’m glad that you found someone to be with you because 
I’m outta this stupid town as soon as | graduate. I’ve already 
applied to a couple of schools in California.” 


Gray hated to think of Raleigh leaving home. Although she 
could be a handful, he loved her like a daughter. “You want 
to be a California girl, huh?” 


Raleigh nodded. 


“And you're sure the decision has nothing to do with me?” 
He’d die if he thought he’d driven Raleigh away from the 
only home she’d ever known. 


“Ram talked me into it.” Raleigh stood and walked around 
the table. She wrapped her arms around Gray’s shoulders 
and kissed him on the cheek. “I love you, Uncle Gray, but 
I’m not like you. The ranch isn’t enough for me.” 


Gray patted Raleigh’s arm. He understood better than she 
thought. He was finally figuring out that the ranch wasn’t 
enough for him either. It had taken Ram to make Gray 
understand that though. Hopefully Raleigh would go out into 
the world and find her own happy place. “Promise that you'll 
still come home to visit?” 


Raleigh crossed her heart with her finger. “I promise.” 


“Go in the kitchen and tell Ram he can come out of hiding 
now.” 
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Chapter Six 


Thanksgiving morning, Ram was busy mucking stalls when 
he heard a car pull up outside. He set the pitchfork down 
and turned around in time to see Jesse walk into the stable. 
“Morning,” he greeted. 


“Good morning, Mr Ramsdale.” Jesse picked up the pitchfork 
and took over where Ram had left off. 


“It’s Ram, and what’re you doing here? | gave everyone the 
weekend off.” Ram grabbed the rake and began to help 
Jesse clean the stall. 


“I figured you could use the help. Mom doesn’t do 
Thanksgiving anyway so | don’t have anything better to do.” 


Looking at the eighteen-year-old kid, Ram read between the 
lines. Ram had mistakenly thought Jesse’s shabby clothes 
were a fashion statement, but now he suspected it had 
more to do with money. “Well, l'II be honest, | can use the 
help, but that means l'Il have to pay you double for working 
over the holiday.” 


Without pausing in his work, Jesse shook his head. “You 
don’t need to do that. | like working around the horses.” 


“What do you like about it?” Ram asked. He threw a 
shovelful of sawdust onto the floor of the newly cleaned 
Stall. 


“The peace more than anything, | guess. Horses might not 
talk, but | can tell they appreciate everything | do for them.” 
Jesse moved to the next stall. “Sounds stupid, but | like to 
feel like | matter to them.” 


Ram swallowed around a lump of unexpected emotion. “You 
matter. Actually, that’s the same reason | love it. Sometimes 
the best thank you you can receive is the one you feel 
inside after you’ve done a good job. There’s a hell of a lot of 
grown-ass men and women who live a lifetime without 
realising that.” 


Ram worked alongside Jesse for the next hour. He could tell 
the young man had something on his mind, but Ram 
decided to wait him out. Once they’d finished with the 
Stallions’ stable, they headed for the pregnant mares’ 
stable. 
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“The counsellor at school said | have enough credits to 
graduate in December,” Jesse said. 


“Really? That’s great. Are you going to do it?” 


“I don’t know. Mom’s always told me I had to get out the 
day | graduate.” 


When Jesse didn’t elaborate, Ram decided to help him out. 
“Are you asking for a full-time job?” 


“Yeah, | mean, | Know you have someone to muck in the 
mornings, but | thought maybe you had something else | 
could do,” Jesse stammered. 


“I'll have to talk it over with Gray, but | think there’s an 
extra bed in the bunkhouse if you’re interested?” 


“Yes,” Jesse answered immediately. 


Ram lifted the pitchfork out of the wheelbarrow and handed 
it to Jesse. “Can | ask you a question?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


Ram stopped himself before correcting Jesse. “You seem like 
a really good kid. Why were you fighting at school?” 


Jesse began sifting through the sawdust with the pitchfork. 
“My mom drinks and the jerks at school know it.” He 
dumped the manure into the wheelbarrow before going back 
for more. “She’s a mess and all, but, ya know, she’s my 
mom.” 


““Nough said.” 


After finishing all three stables, Ram went back to check on 
Lady while Jesse spread the last load of sawdust. Once he 
was out of earshot, Ram called Gray. 


“Hey, you about done?” 


“I’m done. No thanks to you.” Ram grinned. Gray had woken 
during the night with a stomach bug. They’d decided it 
would be better if he stayed in bed until dinner. “Are you 
feeling better?” 


“| haven’t puked in a couple of hours so | guess so.” 


“Jesse’s here. Said his mom doesn’t do Thanksgiving. He 
helped me clean the stalls.” 


“Nice of him.” 


“Yeah, well, I’d like to invite him to join us if that’s okay with 
you, Raleigh and Georgia.” 


“The more the merrier. Especially since I’m not sure how 
much l'Il be able to eat.” 
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“How about | give Jesse something to do until dinner, and | 
come upstairs and check on you?” 


“Will you bring me some 7-Up?” Gray asked. 


Ram grinned. Although he hated that Gray was sick, he 
enjoyed the vulnerability that came with it. “Of course | 
will.” 


“Thanks.” 


“Give me ten minutes.” Ram hung up and went to find 
Jesse. He had a man to take care of. 


x OK OK OX 


Gray took another sip of his 7-Up and settled the glass back 
on the nightstand. “What is it about that shit that makes me 
feel better?” 


Ram continued to rub Gray’s stomach. “It’s what all good 
mommas give their kids when they're sick. It’s mental, not 
physical comfort.” 


Gray pushed Ram’s hand down towards his waiting cock. 
“Speaking of physical comfort.” 


“I thought you were sick.” Ram wrapped his hand around 
Gray’s cock and began slowly jerking him off. 


“lam. You don’t have to make me come, just make me feel 
good.” Gray moved closer to snuggle against Ram. “So you 
really like that Jesse kid, huh?” 


Ram nuzzled his face against Gray’s neck, kissing and 
licking the skin. “Yeah, | really do. He needs this place as 
much as we do. I'd like to offer him a real job and a bed in 
the bunkhouse.” 


Gray brushed his lips across the top of Ram’s head. “I still 
don’t know what you Said to Raleigh, but you seem to have 
a way with the troubled youth of Wellington.” 


“Į just talk to them straight. Let them talk to me the same 
way.” 


“There’s gotta be more to it.” 


“Nope, not really. Kids’ll give you back what you expect of 
them. | happen to expect more and tell ‘em so.” 


Gray grabbed Ram’s hair and tilted his head up. “Kiss me.” 
“And get sick? No way. Might fuck you though.” 
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Despite the will being there, Gray knew his queasy stomach 
wouldn’t be able to handle Ram’s brand of fucking. “Rain 
check?” 


Ram chuckled. “You bet.” 


“Would you stay here with me tonight?” Gray asked. 
Although Gray had spent the night at Ram’s place, his 
illness had forced him to his own before the sun was up. 


“What about Raleigh? She may know about us now, but will 
she be comfortable knowing what’s going on inside her 
uncle’s bedroom?” 


“This isn’t about Raleigh. This is me asking you to move in.” 
Gray held his breath. It was a big step for him, and he 


prayed Ram recognised that. 


Before Ram could answer there was a frantic knock on the 
door. “Is Ram in there?” 


Without looking to Gray for permission, Ram answered. 
“Yeah. What do ya need?” 


“Jesse’s flipping out downstairs. He said Lady’s collapsed.” 


“Shit.” Ram jumped out of bed and reached for his jeans. 
“Tell him to call Ben Moore, his number’s on my desk in the 
Stable. l'Il be right there.” 


“Okay,” Raleigh answered through the closed door. 


Gray moved to the edge of the bed and stood on unsteady 
legs. “I’m going with you.” 


“The hell you are. Get back in bed,” Ram ordered. 


“You know I can’t do that.” Gray made his way to the 
dresser and pulled out a clean pair of jeans. “You go on, and 
lIl catch up.” 


Before leaving the room, Ram stepped in front of Gray and 
kissed him. “l'Il move my stuff over tomorrow.” He left 
without another word. 


Gray smiled as he selected a shirt out of the closet. He 
might not have been ready to stroll through town hand in 
hand with Ram, but at least it was a step in the right 
direction. 


x k OK OX 


One look was all it took for Ram to realise his suspicions 
were right. “She’s going into early labour,” he told Jesse. 
“How long before Ben gets here?” 


“Twenty minutes.” Jesse held Lady’s head in his lap, slowly 
stroking the mare’s neck. 


“Is she going to be okay?” 


“I don’t know, kid.” Ram went to the cabinet in the tack 
room and began to gather supplies. He considered tying 
Lady’s legs together in case she started kicking, but hated 
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do anything without Ben’s opinion. A Caesarian section 
would probably be needed but just in case, Ram grabbed 


the pulling straps as well as one of the birthing kits they 
kept on hand. 


He returned to the stall and set the supplies on a blue tarp 
he’d already spread out in the corner. “How’s she doing?” 


“She keeps looking up at me like she expects me to help 
her.” Jesse shook his head, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and 
down several times before he spoke again. “I wish | knew 
what to do to help her.” 


“Then l'Il teach you,” a deep voice said from outside the 
Stall. 


Ram looked up at Ben Moore. “Thanks for coming. Sorry to 
ruin your holiday.” 


“You didn’t.” Ben took off his jacket and hung it on a nail. He 
spotted the supplies and nodded his thanks as he opened 
the disinfectant and poured it into a shallow tub. “My folks 
moved to Florida a couple of months ago, so it’s just me. | 
was getting ready to sit down to one of those microwave 
dinners.” 


“Then you'll have to join us once you save Lady’s life,” Gray 
said, coming into the stable. 


“Count on it,” Ben answered, washing his hands. He turned 
his concentration to Lady. 


“You ready for this?” he asked Jesse. 


“Honestly, sir? | don’t know. I’m new to all this.” Jesse 
looked down at Lady. “Can you give her something for the 
pain?” 


“That depends. First | need to examine her to see what’s 
going on in there.” 


Ram got to his feet and joined Gray to make room for Ben. 
He watched the way Ben and Jesse continued to stare at 
each other and had a strong idea he knew what else Jesse 
had fought with the guys at school about. He wrapped his 
arm around Gray’s waist and whispered in his ear. “I don’t 
think we have to worry about either of those two talking 
behind our backs.” 


“Can you do me a favour and tie Lady’s legs together? What 
l'm about to do won’t be pleasant, and | don’t fancy a kick in 
the head today.” Once again Ben looked at Jesse. 


“Sometimes it helps if you talk or sing to the animals. The 
calmer she is the easier this'll be on her.” 


Ram grabbed a rope and slowly began to tie Lady’s feet 
together, trying not to spook the mare. 


“What're you going to do?” Jesse asked Ben. 
www.total-e-bound.com 

SUNSET RIDGE 

Carol Lynne 

67 


“| have to reach inside and feel around. Hopefully it'll just be 
a matter of trying to reposition one, or both, of the foals.” 


“Will they live?” Jesse surprised Ram by leaning over to kiss 
the top of Lady’s head. 


“No,” Ben said honestly. “They’re just too young. The 
important thing now is saving their momma.” 


Ram noticed Gray’s reaction to the news. A lifelong rancher, 
Gray had already known the foals were too premature to 
survive. Ram figured it was the thought of something 
happening to the mare that bothered Gray the most. 


Finished securing the horse’s back legs, Ram rejoined Gray. 
“You want to go up to the house and tell Georgia it’s going 
to be a while before we can eat?” 


Gray pulled his gaze from Ben and glanced at Ram. “Yeah. 
Never did like this part of ranching.” 


“With that stomach of yours | don’t Know that you can 
handle it without tossing your cookies anyway.” Ram kissed 
Gray without any worry of who was around. “Go. l'Il help 
Ben if he needs it.” 


“Make sure he comes to dinner,” Gray reminded him. 


“I will.” Ram noticed Jesse watching them, but gave Gray 
another kiss anyway. There would be time to talk to the kid. 


x OK OK OX 


While Ben stitched Lady, Ram loaded the dead foals into the 
bucket of a front loader and took them out beyond the 
pasture, away from the lake. He couldn’t get the memory of 
Jesse crying and singing into Lady’s ear out of his head. 


Despite the fact that Jesse loved working the ranch, Ram 
wondered if he had the strength to withstand the occasional 
harsh realities that came with the job. 


It took another hour to dig the hole and bury the foals. After 
parking the loader, Ram stopped by the stable to see how 
Lady was faring. He found Lady alive with an antibiotic IV 


drip. 


His hands cleaned, Ben was comforting Jesse, who still 
refused to leave Lady’s side. 


Ram hated to interrupt the tender moment between the two 
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the mare would be okay before he talked to Gray. “Has she 
delivered her placenta yet?” Ram asked. 


Jesse started to push away from Ben, but Ben held him 
tight. “Yeah, about twenty minutes ago. Looked like all of it, 
but | decided to put her on a strong round of antibiotics just 
in case,” Ben answered. 


Ram nodded. “See if you can get Jesse up to the house for 
dinner. From the looks of him, he needs a few pieces of 
Georgia’s chocolate pecan pie.” 


“Sure thing. Give us a few more minutes,” Ben said. 


“No problem.” Ram left the stables, comforted in the 
knowledge that Ben would look after Lady and Jesse. 


x k OK x 


Four days later, Gray stood in front of the bedroom window 
and watched Lady take her first steps around the corral. “l 
don’t ever want another stallion anywhere near her,” he 
said to Ram. 


“We'll make sure Lady’s put up when she’s in season. Now 
come back to bed. We've worked our asses off while 
everyone else took off. It’s their turn.” 


When Gray turned away from the window, Ram flipped the 
covers back, exposing his gloriously nude body. “So we're 
going to just stay in bed all day?” 


“That’s the plan.” 


Gray dropped his robe and crawled back into bed. “I need to 
make sure Raleigh’s on the pill. Any ideas on how | broach 
that subject with her?” 


“You don’t have to. She’s a smart girl.” Ram yawned. “Let 
me get a couple more hours of sleep, and l'Il show you a 
real good time.” 


“Promises, promises.” Gray snuggled against Ram’s back, 
Sharing a pillow with the man he loved. He liked seeing 
Ram’s clothes in his closet as much as he enjoyed having 
the man’s cock deep inside him. 


Gray was almost asleep when his cell phone rang. “Damn 
it.” He rolled over and grabbed his phone. “Hello?” 


“Mr Conner, this is Principal John Everett. We’ve gota 
situation at the high school.” 


Gray sat up. “Did something happen to Raleigh?” 
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“No, sir. Jesse Franks was found unconscious in the boys’ 
locker room. He’s been badly beaten and the phone number 
we have on file has been disconnected.” 


“Have you called an ambulance?” 


“Yes, sir, | could, but there’s no insurance information on 
file.” 


“Fuck the insurance. Call nine-one-one and l'Il pay for it if | 
have to.” Gray ended the call and jumped out of bed. 


“What’s happened?” Ram asked. 


“Someone beat the shit out of Jesse at school and they can’t 
find his mom.” 


“Fuck.” Ram pulled on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved 
Shirt. “Want me to find her?” 


“Yeah. I’ve got to get to the hospital. You know where he 
lives?” Gray asked. He pulled on a pair of socks and headed 
out of the room without waiting for an answer. 


“I know.” Ram followed Gray. “Think | should call Ben?” 


“No. l'Il call him after | get to the hospital and find out how 
he’s doing. No sense in him walking in on an ugly situation. 
I’m not sure Jesse’s told his mom.” 


Gray held on to the wall and jammed his feet into his 
cowboy boots before grabbing his denim jacket off the hook 


beside the door. “Got your cell?” 


“Got it.” Ram walked Gray to his truck and opened the door. 
Before Gray climbed behind the wheel, Ram stole a kiss. 
“Drive careful.” 


“You, too.” Gray got in and closed the door. He pulled out 
with Ram right on his tail. 


As he drove towards town anger got the better of him. There 
was no doubt in his mind why a guy would get beaten up in 
the locker room. He knew the townspeople were narrow- 
minded fucks, but beating someone’s ass was crossing the 
line. 


x OK OK OX 


Ram pulled up to the single-wide trailer and got out. He 
struck his fist against the door several times with no answer. 
Walking around the house, he looked in one of the back 
windows. “Allie!” he yelled to the woman on the bed. 


When Allie Franks didn’t move, Ram forced the window open 
and crawled inside. 


“Wake up!” Ram shook the woman several times, noticing 
the empty whisky bottles beside the bed. 


“Leave me alone,” she slurred and rolled over. 
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Ram decided the kid didn’t need a drunk at the hospital 
anyway. At eighteen, Jesse was old enough to sign his own 
paperwork. Refusing to crawl back through the window, Ram 
walked down the hall to the kitchen. He noticed the chill in 
the air and stopped beside the thermostat. “Son of a bitch,” 
he drawled, flicking the light switch. Nothing happened. 


No wonder it was so fucking cold. He travelled through to 
the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Beer, ketchup and 
a jar of cocktail onions. Ram remembered the way Jesse ate 
on Thanksgiving. Although Jesse didn’t make much working 
at the ranch, he surely earned enough to buy food. 


Looking around at the rest of the house, Ram made a 
decision. He searched the cupboards until he found a small 
box of trash bags. Carrying them into Jesse’s bedroom, Ram 
opened the dresser and started emptying its contents. 


By the time he was finished, he had three bags full of 
Jesse’s possessions. He stopped by the kitchen once more 
and scribbled a note for the drunk bitch in the bedroom. As 
far as he was concerned, Jesse no longer lived with his 
mother. 


He threw the bags into the back of the truck and took off. 
Halfway between the trailer and the hospital his phone rang. 
“How is he?” 


“Couple of cuts they’re stitching up. He’s pretty beat up, but 
they'll release him here in a few hours.” 


“Did you call Ben?” 


“Yeah, he’s about an hour away. | told him we’d take him 
home with us once they release him.” 


Ram grinned. It seemed he wasn’t the only one feeling 
protective. “Good to hear, since I’ve got all his shit in the 
back of my truck.” 


“Once you get here, I’m gonna go talk to the principal. See if 
Jesse can finish out school at our house.” 


It was the first time Gray had referred to the ranch as their 
house. The words warmed Ram from the inside out. “lII be 
there in five minutes.” 


“This is what | was afraid would happen,” Gray said before 
Ram hung up. 


“I know.” 

“We need to talk.” 

“I know.” 
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x OK OK OX 


Gray stepped into Principal Everett’s office and took a seat. 
Although it was a different principal, the office was exactly 
the same as when he’d attended the school. 


“How's Jesse?” the principal asked. 


“He'll live. What | need to know is what you’re going to do 
about it.” 


“Jesse Franks was found in the showers alone. We have no 
proof of who did that to him,” the principal explained. 


“I bet | could figure it out real quick. Jesse’s face was beat 
bloody. Check out the hands of the boys who had gym with 
him.” 


The principal held up his hands. “Just relax. We’re looking 
into it. We’ll need to speak to Jesse as soon as he’s well 
enough.” 


“If you gave a shit about Jesse, you would’ve hauled your 
tight ass down to the hospital. Now tell me what’s really 
going on here.” 


“I have a school to run. Other students who need me to be 
here. I’m sorry that this happened, but Jesse purposely tries 
to stick out among the crowd. You can’t blame teenagers for 
pointing out the differences in him.” 


“I can when they almost kill him.” Gray stood and leaned 
against the desk, putting his face in front of Principal 
Everett’s. “I’m going to encourage Jesse to go to the police 
with a list of names of the boys responsible for this.” 


“They’re kids,” the principal tried to argue. 


“Kids who beat another kid so badly they had to bring ina 
plastic surgeon to sew up his face.” Gray straightened. “You 
do me a favour. You tell those little fuckers if they want to go 
toe to toe with a fag they can come out to the ranch, and I’d 
be more than happy to take them on.” 


Principal Everett’s eyes rounded at the admission. “I realise 
you're upset, but please remember where you are.” 


“I’m done here. All | need from you is my niece.” Gray 
hoped Raleigh wouldn’t hate him for pulling her out of 
school, but he suspected things in Wellington were about to 


get ugly. 


x k OK OX 
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“Uncle Gray, why did | just see Dr Moore help Jesse up to 
the loft apartment?” Raleigh asked, stepping into the dining 
room. 


“Why would you ask that? You know what happened to Jesse 
today. You think I’m gonna just stick him out in the 
bunkhouse looking the way he is?” Gray filled a glass with 
lemonade. 


“Doesn't he have a home? Why’s he our problem?” she 
continued. 


Before Gray could answer, Ram reached out and covered 
Gray’s hand. “I went to Jesse’s house today to find his 
mother. Believe me, he’s a lot better off here with us. At 
least we'll know he’s warm and eating.” 


“Can you do that? | mean, won’t you get into trouble?” 
Raleigh asked. 


“Jesse’s eighteen. If he wants to go back to that he can, but 
for now, he said he’d rather be here.” Gray studied Raleigh 


for several moments. “What did you hear around school 
after it happened?” 


Raleigh shrugged. “Just that some of the guys caught him 
looking and decided to teach him a lesson.” 


Ram laughed. “All guys check each other out in the locker 
room. They may not admit it, but they do. If Jesse got beat 
up for it, | take it people know he’s gay.” 


“Yeah, well, they know he’s not like the rest of them. It’s 
Wellington. Anyone who’s different gets picked on,” Raleigh 
explained. “I’m okay with him being here.” 


Gray glanced at Ram. He needed to tell both Ram and 
Raleigh what he’d done. “I came out to Principal Everett.” 


Raleigh’s face paled. “Please tell me you’re lying?” 


“Nope. | was mad, and | guess | just wanted him to know 
this wouldn’t get swept under the rug. I’m sorry if it causes 
more problems for you.” Strangely enough, despite his 
fears, Gray felt liberated by the admission. There would 
surely be fall-out from his choice to step out of the closet, 
but if Jesse had the balls to accept who he was, Gray owed it 
to the kid to do the same. 


“What about the business?” Ram asked. 
“I guess we'll see.” 
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Chapter Seven 


Gray was at the perfume counter in Brower’s department 
store doing a bit of last minute Christmas shopping when he 
felt eyes on him. He glanced over his shoulder to find Ted, 
an old friend from the hardware store staring at him. “Hey, 
Ted.” 


The older man gestured to the bottle of perfume in Gray’s 
hand. “That for you or that new manager you have working 
for you?” 


Gray set the bottle on the counter before he was tempted to 
throw it. Although he and Ram had received their share of 
stares and odd looks since the news of their relationship hit 
the town, Gray hadn’t yet had to deal with a verbal assault. 
The way Gray saw it, he had two options. He could break the 
fool’s nose or back off and be the bigger person. “It’s for my 
niece.” 


“Is it true?” Ted asked. 


Gray didn’t need to ask for clarification. He knew exactly 
what Ted was asking. 


“You’ve known me my entire life, Ted. Does who | choose to 
love really matter to you? Ram and | aren’t planning to 
corrupt the town or have parades down the centre of Main. 
All we want is the kind of relationship you have with Debbie. 
Is that so wrong?” 


“Don’t you dare compare my marriage with what you and 
that manager are doing,” 


Ted fired back. 


Gray wasn’t willing to get into a verbal battle with Ted. 
Instead he handed the bottle to the wide-eyed sales clerk. 
“I'll take this one.” 


“That’s it? You’re just going to turn your back on me?” Ted 
asked. 


Gray pulled out his wallet and handed the clerk a hundred 
dollar bill before facing Ted. 


“I’m not going to fight with you about my personal life. So if 
my being gay means you don’t want to talk to me any more, 
it’s your loss.” 


Ted’s lips thinned. “Have it your way,” he said before 
storming off. 


Gray stuck his change in his pocket before taking the pretty 
pink sack from the clerk. 


“Thanks.” He gestured towards Ted’s retreating back. “Sorry 
about that.” 


The young woman smiled. “Don’t be. You handled yourself 
remarkably well. I’m afraid | wouldn’t have been quite as 
polite if | were in your shoes.” 
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Gray glanced down at his size eleven cowboy boots. “You 
might look a little funny in my shoes, but | have a feeling I’d 
like you anyway.” 


The woman chuckled. “Have a Merry Christmas.” 


“You too.” Despite his bravado with Ted, Gray felt unsettled. 
Nevertheless, he still had a few items left on his list. He left 
the department store and headed to the farm store. It was 
his last stop and the one he’d dreaded the most. 


The moment he stepped into Weaver's he was 
uncomfortable. Although not packed, there were still quite a 
few customers milling around the store in search of supplies 
and presents. 


Gray made his way to the hat section and pulled a small slip 
of paper from his pocket. 


He and Ram had decided to get their newest full-time 
employee geared up. When Ram had mentioned sizes to 
Ben, the veterinarian had happily provided them. Ben 
offered to order Jesse a pair of good cowboy boots from a 
supply house he often used, but Gray wanted to be the one 
to buy Jesse his first Stetson. 


“Hey, Gray, can | help you find something?” Ned Weaver 
asked. 


Gray braced himself for another run-in. He pointed towards 
a black felt Stetson with a silver and turquoise band around 
the brim. “You have that in a seven and a quarter?” 


“I’m sure I do. l'Il go look in the back,” Ned said. 


Pleased by Ned’s reception, Gray moved to the clothing 
section. He found Jesse’s size and put three pairs of 
Wranglers into his small cart. 


“| heard some disturbing news the other day.” 


Gray turned towards the speaker to find Pastor Hallowell. 
“Pastor,” he greeted. 


“I'd like you to come back to church,” Hallowell said. 


Since he was a boy, Gray had gone to the First Presbyterian 
Church in Wellington. 


Although he didn’t go every week, he’d always tried his best 
to get into town a couple of Sundays a month. “We’re 
planning to attend Christmas service if that’s what you’re 
asking.” 


“If by we you're referring to you and Raleigh, I’d be 
delighted to see you there.” 


“And if I’m planning to bring a few others?” Gray enquired, 
already knowing the answer. 


“Church is a place for family worship. | don’t know that most 
people would feel comfortable if you brought your friends.” 
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Gray rubbed his jaw. “Well, | sure wouldn’t want to corrupt 
the congregation, Pastor. 


Of course you might want to ask Deacon Williams to at least 
try to hide his lust for your wife during the service. I’m sure 
that makes the congregation nervous as well.” 


With those words, Gray returned to the hat section. Ned was 
already helping someone else at the register, but Gray 
spotted the hat box on the counter. He loaded the jeans 
onto the counter and waited his turn. 


“I take it you had the right size?” Gray asked when it was 
his turn. 


Mr Weaver took the top off the box for Gray’s inspection. 
“Sure did.” He started ringing up the jeans. “You don’t pay 
these folks no mind, ya hear? You’re always welcome in this 
store.” 


“Thank you, sir.” So far Gray’s luck was running fifty fifty 
with the residents of Wellington. He didn’t imagine he could 
ask for more than that. 


“Just wanted you to know.” Ned handed Gray his sack and 
the box. “Have a Merry Christmas.” 


Gray wanted to hug the elderly man. If an old-timer like Ned 
Weaver could accept him, Gray had hope for the future. 


He climbed into his truck and headed home. He pulled out 
his phone and called Ram. 


“Hey,” Ram answered. 
“Where’re you at?” 


“Getting ready to sit down for lunch. Why, you on your way 
home?” 


“Yeah, lIl be there in ten. Wait for me.” 


“Will do.” 


Gray hung up the phone and clipped it to his belt. He spent 
the rest of the drive thinking about his experiences in town. 
When he arrived home, he took off his boots and his hat 
before joining Ram at the table. 


“You'd better eat before your soup and sandwich get cold,” 
Ram told him. 


Gray took a bite of the grilled cheese sandwich. “Ran into 
some trouble in town.” 


“You weren’t surprised, were you?” Ram blew on a spoonful 
of homemade tomato soup. 


“Not really. | can tell you | won’t be going back to the 
Presbyterian Church anytime soon though. Pastor Hallowell 
suggested | leave my friends at home if | want to attend.” 


Ram nodded. “So we'll find another church if you want. Who 
else?” 
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“Well, the bad news is that we'll have to also find a new 
hardware store to spend our money, but Weaver’s Farm 
Supply still happily welcomes our business.” 


Ram reached for another sandwich. “So we find a new 
hardware store. No big deal.” 


Gray wished he could accept the change in his old friends so 
easily, but then Ram hadn’t grown up in Wellington. “Easy 


for you to say, they weren’t your friends.” 
“Don’t think they were yours either. Do you?” 


“What if it starts to affect the ranch? If we lose Andrew 
Carlson, we’re screwed.” 


“Weren't you the one who told me if the Carlson deal fell 
through you could always sell them to someone else?” Ram 
asked. 


“Maybe, but what if | can’t?” Gray hated that the future of 
Sunset Ridge rode on the gender of who he chose to share 
his life with. 


“Then | guess you need to ask yourself what’s more 
important, having a life with me or the ranch?” 


When Gray didn’t answer immediately, Ram stood. “Yeah, | 
guess you need some time to think about it,” Ram said 
before walking away. 


“Wait.” Gray jumped up and followed Ram. “It’s not that 
easy. | don’t know how to do anything else. This ranch has 
been my life since | put on my first pair of cowboy boots.” 


Ram stopped and leaned his forehead on the front door. “| 
don’t know how to do anything else either, but I’d work ina 
fucking grocery store before I'd willingly walk away from 
you.” 


Gray wrapped his arms around Ram’s chest and held him in 
place. Although he’d only known the man for a matter of 
months, he couldn’t imagine a life without Ram in it. “Me 
too, although I’d rather do the cashier thing than bag 
groceries.” 


x k OK OX 


Ram shook his head at the pile of presents. The Conner 
family definitely believed in overdoing it when it came to 
Christmas. The upside to Gray’s indulgence was the look of 
pure joy on Jesse’s face as he settled the Stetson on his 
head for the first time. 


“It fits!” Jesse proclaimed. Wearing a new pair of Wranglers, 
complete with a new belt and shiny silver and turquoise belt 
buckle to match his hat and a plaid pearl snap shirt Ram 
had given him, Jesse stood and spread his arms wide. “Do | 
look like a real cowboy now?” 
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“Nope,” Ben said, producing a large square box. “I think 
you're missing something.” 


Like a kid who had never experienced the joys of Christmas 
morning, Jesse sat cross-legged on the floor and ripped open 
the package. Tears filled his eyes when he withdrew one of 
the top-of-the-line brown leather cowboy boots. “Ben,” he 
whispered. 


Jesse hugged the boot to his chest before leaning over to 
give Ben a deep kiss. It wasn’t the first time Ram had seen 
affection between the two men, but from the look of the 
kiss, Ram would guess Ben and Jesse’s relationship had 
moved to the next level. 


At first Ram wasn’t sure how he felt about the older man 
having sex with an eighteen-year-old, but the love shining in 
Ben’s eyes when Jesse broke the kiss put Ram at ease. Jesse 
deserved every ounce of happiness he could get. 


“Thank you. l'Il never take them off,” Jesse told Ben. 


Ben winked. “You have my permission to take them off 
before you go to bed.” 


Jesse blushed as he pulled the boots on. 
“My turn,” Raleigh said, reaching for a present. 


Gray’s hand landed on Ram’s thigh. He leaned towards Ram 
and kissed his neck. 


“That’s the present Rebecca sent,” he whispered. 


Raleigh tore the paper off the package and handed it to 
Georgia who stuffed it in a trash bag. She opened the gift 
with a smile on her face until she saw the contents. Raleigh 
lifted a red Christmas sweater out of the box. At least three 
sizes too small, the sweater had a large decorated tree on 
the front. 


Raleigh gently folded the sweater and returned it to its box. 
“She really doesn’t know me at all, does she?” 


Gray’s grip on Ram’s thigh tightened. Ram opened his 
mouth to say something when Jesse jumped in. “Here, open 
this one.” Jesse passed Raleigh another gift. 


Inside was a leather messenger bag that had to have cost 
Jesse at least a week’s pay. 


Ram wondered why Jesse would buy such an expensive gift 
for Raleigh. 


“It’s for you to use when you go off to college next year,” 
Jesse explained. 


Raleigh ran her hands over the soft leather. “It’s beautiful, 
but you didn’t have to do this.” 


“Yes | did.” Jesse glanced around the room. “You’ve given 
me the greatest gift in the world. | just wanted to return the 
favour.” 


Raleigh shook her head. “I hate to break it to you, Jesse, but 
| found that shirt on sale.” 
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“I’m not talking about the shirt. You didn’t have to accept 
me being here, but you did, and for the first time in my life | 
feel like I’m part of a real family.” 


Raleigh dropped the messenger bag and launched herself at 
Jesse. She wrapped her arms around the boy and hugged 
him. “I’m glad you’re here.” 


As far as Ram was concerned the rest of the presents could 
stay in their wrapping because no present could top the gift 
they’d all been given over the last four months. 


After hugging Jesse, Raleigh stood and withdrew an 
envelope from the branch of the tree. She walked towards 


the couch and handed it to Gray. “I’m not sure if this 
qualifies as a present, but | wanted to share it with you 
today.” 


Gray opened the envelope and pulled out several sheets of 
paper. Ram grinned as he read the University of Texas at 
Austin acceptance letter over Gray’s shoulder. “Texas?” 
Gray questioned. “I thought you said you wanted to go to 
California.” 


“| decided Texas is still warm enough while being closer to 
home,” Raleigh explained. 


“Is that okay?” 


Gray pulled his niece onto his lap and gave her a big hug. 
“More than okay although I’m not sure | can give up the 
Razorbacks to root for the Longhorns.” 


“That’s all right. | won’t hold it against ya.” Raleigh kissed 
Gray’s cheek. “Thanks.” 


“Don’t thank me. You did all the work. I’m proud of you, 
pumpkin, and your grandpa would be, too.” 


Ram patted Raleigh’s back. “Congratulations.” 
“Thanks,” she told Ram. 


When she rose off Gray’s lap to accept Georgia, Ben and 
Jesse’s accolades, Ram swung his arm around Gray’s 
shoulder and pulled him in for a quick kiss. “Yep, best 
Christmas ever.” 


x OK OK x 


On January fifth, Ram’s phone rang in the middle of the 
night. He sprang awake immediately and answered the call. 
“Ram.” 


“Charlotte Sue’s in labour,” Jesse informed him. 


Ram reached over and shook Gray awake. “We’ll be down 
Shortly,” he told Jesse. 


“Take your time. She just started and Ben’s still here.” 
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Ram hung up the phone and pressed himself against Gray’s 
back. “He’s a Champion’s getting ready to be a daddy. You 
gonna wake up for it or should | go down without you?” 


Gray squirmed around, rubbing his naked ass against Ram’s 
cock. “I don’t know. I’m kinda enjoying myself at the 
moment.” 


The feel of Gray’s sweet ass had Ram’s cock reacting 
predictably. Ram reached for the bottle of lube they’d used 
only hours earlier. “Quickie?” 


Gray rolled over to face Ram. “It’s a big day. How about we 
don’t put a time limit on it.” 


Ram coated his cock with lube before sealing his mouth 
over Gray’s. As their tongues battled for dominance, Ram 
sought Gray’s hole. Slowly pushing inside, he tore his mouth 
away from Gray’s. “I love you.” 


Gray didn’t need to repeat the words back to Ram. Gray had 
said them over and over a few hours earlier as they had 
taken turns fucking each other. “Promise you'll stay no 
matter what happens with the foals?” Gray pleaded. 


“I’m not going anywhere. I’ve searched for you my entire 
adult life. I’m just happy | found a man who feels 
comfortable on the back of a horse.” 


With Ram’s cock up his ass, Gray pushed until Ram fell 
backwards, putting Gray on top. Gray began a slow ride up 
and down on Ram’s dick. “I love to ride with you.” 


Ram chuckled and reached for Gray’s cock. “Enough talk. 
We've got a foal to help bring into this world.” 


Gray seemed to take the words as a challenge. He planted 
his feet on the mattress and rode Ram in jockey position. 


“Ahhh fuck that feels good,” Ram moaned. He was the first 
to explode, shooting his cum deep inside Gray. The second 
the last spurt of seed left his cock, Ram pulled Gray off and 
threw him on the bed. He wrapped his lips around Gray’s 
cock and sucked. 


Although Ram enjoyed being fucked now and then, he much 
preferred to feel the warmth of Gray’s cum sliding down his 
throat. It didn’t take long for Gray to reward Ram with his 
prize. Ram let Gray’s seed coat his tongue before 
swallowing. 


When he’d milked Gray’s balls dry, Ram released Gray’s 
cock and crawled up the bed for a deep kiss. Each thrust of 
Gray’s tongue threatened to bring Ram’s erection back to 
life. 


Shit, Ram doubted he’d ever tire of the man in his arms. 
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Gray was the first to break the kiss. “We’re going to have to 
shower before we go to the stable.” 


“Then what’re you doing lying around in bed?” Ram asked 
around a laugh. He slapped Gray playfully on the ass. 


After a quick shower, they dressed and headed out of the 
bedroom. “l'Il make a big carafe of coffee and bring it 
down,” Gray offered. 


“No need. | already have a coffee station set up in the 
stable. | figured we’d be spending more than a few nights 
watching tiny miracles come into the world.” 


After grabbing their hats and jackets, Ram led the way out 
of the front door. As they passed the garage, Ram bumped 
Gray with his hip. “We never did get around to working on 
the Cobra.” 


“We've got plenty of time. I’m sure in twenty or thirty years 
we won't feel the need to spend every spare moment in 
bed,” Gray said. 


“Bite your tongue. | plan to enjoy being in bed with you well 
into my nineties.” 


“Wow, pretty optimistic.” 


“Always.” Ram reached for Gray’s hand. “As a matter of fact, 
you might consider giving that car to Jesse because | 


seriously doubt we'll ever find the time to do anything with 
IE” 


“I think Jesse’s hands are pretty full right now between his 
work here, riding along to jobs with Ben and keeping that 
blasted smile on Ben’s face.” 


“Yeah, you might be right,” Ram agreed. 

“Of course I’m right. I’m the boss.” 

“Watch it,” Ram growled as they entered the stable. 
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Epilogue 


Despite the success of their breeding programme over the 
last four and a half years, Gray was most proud of the family 
he and Ram had worked hard to build. As he stood on the 
front porch, Gray watched Jesse work with another teenager 
who Ram had agreed to hire. 


For one reason or another, the Sunset Ridge had become 
known to other teachers and principals in the county for 
their success and willingness to help troubled youth. They 
currently had two boys and a girl working part-time at the 
ranch, and Ram seemed to love every minute of taking the 
kids under his wing. 


He stepped off the porch and made his way to their newest 
building where Ram was teaching one of the teenagers how 
to weld. Nearing the small machine shop, Gray took his 
sunglasses out of his pocket and put them on. 


Ram was going over the newly assembled steel gate, 
pointing out the areas that needed to be fixed. “Overall I’m 
impressed,” Ram told the girl. 


“He working you too hard?” Gray asked Casey. 


Casey turned towards Gray and smiled. “No, not too hard. 
He’s a perfectionist though.” 


Gray nodded his approval. “Do it right the first time.” 
Casey looked at Ram. “Do the two of you share a brain?” 


“I’m beginning to wonder,” Ram said around a chuckle. “Did 
you need to talk to me?” 


he asked Gray. 
“If you have time,” Gray answered. 


Ram pointed towards the disc sander. “Grab a pair of 
goggles and sand down those highpoints,” he instructed 
Casey. 


“Sure thing.” 
Ram walked across the shop to join Gray. “What’s up?” 


“Colson just called. Sir Winsalot won his first race. He said 
the other owners are going crazy, crying foul.” 
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Ram took off the red bandana he’d had wrapped around his 
head. “They claim he cheated?” 


“Yeah, by buying up the foals sired by He’s a Champion. 


Andrew wants to cut a deal with us that we won't sell He’s a 


Champion's sperm to any other breeder.” 
“What’s he offering?” Ram asked. 


“Enough. Although I told him I’d need Dream Maker as soon 
as he retires to clinch the deal.” 


“Did he agree?” 


“Of course he did as long as we Sell to him exclusively.” 
When word first spread around the Thoroughbred 
community of Gray’s involvement with Ram, they’d had 
several buyers back out. Luckily for them, Andrew Carlson 
only cared about the horses. He’d told Gray he didn’t care if 
Gray dressed in short skirts and high heels as long as 
Sunset Ridge was able to produce top notch Thoroughbreds. 


“Now all we have to do is make sure He’s a Champion stays 
healthy and keeps producing.” 


Gray led Ram behind a welding screen. Once they were out 
of Casey’s line of sight, he pulled Ram into his arms. “This is 
a good thing. Don’t worry so much.” 


Ram kissed Gray’s forehead. “My life is so perfect right now 
that I’m always worried the bottom will drop out.” 


“Weren't you the one who told me you’d work at the grocery 
Store if it meant we could be together?” 


“Yeah, that was me. But | really, really don’t want to bag 
groceries.” 


Gray kissed Ram. It still amazed him how perfectly suited 
they were for each other. 


“Fine. If it comes to that, l'Il bag the groceries and you can 
run the register.” 


“I love how you take care of me,” Ram said, giving Gray 
another kiss. “I’d better get back to Casey before she sands 
the pipe in two.” 


“Don’t forget to work on the schedule for this weekend. We 
need to be out of here by nine on Friday morning.” 


“|I won't forget. I’m just as excited as you are to watch 
Raleigh walk across that stage.” 


“Ram? It’s all cleaned up. Should | fix my mistakes now?” 
Casey asked. 


“Not without supervision. l'Il be there in a second,” Ram 
returned. 
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“I'll let you go. | just wanted to tell you the good news about 
Sir Winsalot.” Gray started towards the door. 


“Hey, Gray,” Ram called after him. 
Gray stopped and turned around. 

“I'll bag the groceries,” Ram told Gray. 
Gray nodded. “I know.” 


x OK OK OX 


Ram wiped the tears of laughter from his eyes as he 
watched Jesse, Ben, Gray and Raleigh’s boyfriend play 
football. “You know Gray’s gonna break something, don’t 
ya?” 


“At least Michael can set the bone,” Raleigh returned. 


Ram elbowed Raleigh playfully in the ribs. “You done good, 
kid.” 


With love in her eyes, Raleigh leaned against Ram. “Can | 
tell you a secret?” 


“Sure.” 


“Michael’s going to ask Uncle Gray for my hand tonight after 
graduation.” 


“I figured it was about time since the two of you’ve been 
living together for the last year.” 


Raleigh gasped. “How did you know?” 
“Gray told me.” 


“Oh my God.” Raleigh buried her face in her hands. “How 
did he find out?” 


“Gray watches the bank accounts like a hawk. He knew as 
soon as you stopped paying rent at that apartment house 
you were living in.” 


“So why didn’t he say anything? Is he mad?” Raleigh asked. 


“I think it bothered him that you didn’t tell him, but he 
understands that your life is your own to live. Doesn’t hurt 
that he genuinely likes your doctor. Of course | think he 
might like Michael even more if he got on at a hospital in 
Little Rock.” 


Raleigh squeezed Ram’s hand. “Maybe someday once | start 
popping out babies.” 


Ram tried to picture Gray with a baby. “Gray’ll spoil the kids 
rotten.” 


“Yeah, but you'll be there to set them straight again.” 
Raleigh kissed Ram’s cheek. “l'Il always love you for that.” 


“And | love being proved right.” 
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“Hey, are you guys gonna cheer for us or not?” Gray yelled. 


“Nope. Never did enjoy wearing a skirt,” Ram hollered back. 


x k OK x 


Gray couldn’t have been prouder as he watched Raleigh 
cross the stage to accept her diploma. She stood in a long 
line with the others but Gray only had eyes for his girl. 
“She’s going to be a great social worker.” 


“Yep,” Ram agreed. 


Gray took his eyes away from Raleigh long enough to glance 
at Ram. “That’s it? Yep?” 


Ram’s attention was drawn to someone in the crowd. Gray 
tried to figure out who had captured Ram’s interest so 
intensely. 


“Oh, shit,” Gray said, spotting Rebecca. He didn’t say it, but 
the sight of his sister caused him nothing but pain. Was it 
wrong to feel betrayed by his niece? Gray was so caught up 
in his thoughts he missed the end of the graduation 
ceremony. 


“Come on. Let’s go congratulate your girl,” Ram said, pulling 
Gray to his feet. 


“She’s not mine. She’s Rebecca’s. Seeing her here has 
served to remind me of that.” 


“Bullshit.” Ram led Gray to an area away from the departing 
crowd. “You can’t lay this on Raleigh. Sure she invited her 
mother, but that doesn’t mean she’s forgiven her. If | know 
anything about Raleigh it’s that her big grey eyes are wide 
open where Rebecca is concerned. 


What the hell do you think prompted her to pursue a degree 
in social work? She knows not every kid has an uncle like 
the one she has.” 


Although Gray and Ram had a mutual rule of no public 
displays of affection, he couldn’t help leaning against the 
man he loved. “What would | do without you?” 


“| don’t know, but | sure as hell hope you never try to find 
out.” Ram gave Gray a quick kiss. “Come on. Raleigh will be 
looking for us.” 


Gray followed Ram to the spot where they'd all agreed to 
meet up. 


“That was so boring,” Jesse complained. “Ben elbowed me a 
good one for falling asleep.” 


“It wasn’t the sleep I was opposed to, it was you drooling on 
my shoulder,” Ben clarified. 
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Jesse stood on his toes and kissed Ben. Without a shred of 
worry about his surroundings, Ben returned Jesse’s kiss with 
interest. 


“Will we ever be like that?” Gray asked Ram. 
“God | hope not. Those two are over the top,” Ram replied. 
“Who's Raleigh talking to?” Jesse asked. 


It said a lot about Gray’s relationship with his sister that 
Rebecca didn’t even bother to come over and Say hi. “That’s 
Rebecca, Raleigh’s mother.” 


“No shit?” Jesse asked. 


“No shit.” Gray watched as Raleigh gave Rebecca a hug 
before pulling away. They spoke for another minute before 
Raleigh turned and ran towards them. The smile on 
Raleigh’s face lifted Gray’s spirits. He spread his arms wide 
just as Raleigh launched herself at him. 


“I’m so proud of you, pumpkin.” Gray closed his eyes as he 
twirled Raleigh in circles. 


“Put me down before | puke,” Raleigh complained. 


Gray set her back on her feet and held her hands until she 
was once again steady. 


“Did you see Mom?” 


“Yeah, | saw her. Where’d she come in from?” Gray knew it 
was a shame that he didn’t even know where his only sister 


lived. 
“Nevada.” 


“Did you want to go have dinner with her?” Gray offered. He 
knew it would kill him if Raleigh walked away, but he had to 
give his niece the chance to make up her own mind. 


“No. | told her when | invited her that I’d be spending most 
of the weekend with my family, so she knew what to expect 
before she came.” 


“Good, so let’s go eat,” Ram chimed in, picking Raleigh up 
and giving her a hug. 


After Ram set her down, Raleigh was passed from Jesse to 
Ben and finally into Michael’s arms. 


“See, you worried for nothing,” Ram said in Gray’s ear. 


Gray glanced at Rebecca’s retreating back. “Hey, pumpkin, 
you wanna go ask your mom to join us?” 


“Really?” Raleigh’s face lit up. 


“Yeah.” Gray swallowed around the lump of emotion caught 
in his throat. He may not trust his sister, but Raleigh was all 
grown up, and she deserved to make her own decisions. 
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Raleigh stepped up to Gray and tugged on his tie that Ram 
had made him wear. Staring into Gray’s eyes, she shook her 
head. “Nah. I’d rather spend the day with my real family.” 


As the group started to make their way to the parking lot, 
Ram wrapped his arm around Gray’s neck. “That was a nice 
gesture,” Ram whispered. 


“Being nice had nothing to do with it. She’s all grown up. 
She doesn’t need me to protect her anymore.” 


“You're wrong about that. She'll always need you.” 
“As long as it’s not to bag her groceries.” 

“You got that right,” Ram agreed. 
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Chapter One 


Luke Hatcher’s hands shook as he tightened the laces on his 
running shoes. When he tied the bow, his gaze went to the 
bloody uniform shirt wadded into a ball beside the front 
door. He’d worked hundreds of car accidents but none of 
them had been as horrific as the one hours earlier. 


He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands in the hope 
that he could erase the images. When that didn’t work, Luke 
did what he’d always done when thoughts of spilled blood 
filled his mind. 


Throwing open the front door, Luke took off at a brisk pace. 
Despite the predawn hour and having gone without sleep 
after a long shift, he yearned for the mental release only 
running provided. His normal stretching routine didn’t seem 
as important as the heart pounding adrenaline he’d learned 
to use to replace the memories. 


Clad only in a thin pair of jogging shorts, the cold October 
night felt good against Luke’s bare skin as his feet hit the 
pavement. As he started his usual circuit around the streets 
of Cattle Valley, the mutilated body of the teenage girl 
resurfaced in the forefront of his mind. 


It didn’t take a psychiatrist to tell him why the girl’s death 
had affected him more than all the others he’d witnessed in 
his line of work. Suddenly the girl’s face morphed into the 
image of his mother. Luke shook his head, trying to rid 
himself of the disturbing memory before he lost what little 
food he’d eaten in the last twenty-four hours. 


Although the temperature was below freezing, sweat poured 
from Luke’s head and chest as he continued his five-point- 


six mile circuit around the older part of Cattle Valley. He 
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preferred to bypass the new subdivisions that had begun to 
pop-up on the outskirts. 


Although the homes were each unique and well-constructed, 
they just didn’t hold the appeal the matured-treed 
neighbourhoods of the older section of town did. 


There was one house in particular that always welcomed 
him. As he neared the home at the end of the dark lane, 
Luke slowed to a stop like he did most days. He bent over 
and rested his hands on his knees as he tried to control his 
laboured breathing. 


Luke stared at the disrepair of the structure in front of him. 
The pillars on the front corners of the porch made the 
Sagging roof appear to frown. If it was possible for a house 
to have a soul, he had no doubt the home at 226 Cherry 
Street would have been crying. 


Luke had gone to City Hall to enquire as to who now owned 
the house, but received little information in return. The 
abandoned home belonged to no one Luke had ever heard 
of. 


The only information he got out of Carol was that the 
Original owner was in a nursing home in Tulsa, Oklahoma 
and the taxes were paid yearly in cash by her estate. It was 
a pity the home had been allowed to fall into such disrepair. 


It was hard for Luke to imagine he was looking at the same 
house that his mom had kept spotless with a profusion of 
colourful flowers decorating the front porch and walk. Of 
course he could have an idealised version of what it had 


once been since he’d been barely six when he’d been forced 
to move out of it after the death of his mother. 


When the porch light next door turned on, Luke knew it was 
time to go. He stretched his arms over his head before 
heading back down the street the way he’d come. The daily 
period of rest in front of the abandoned house always 
served to settle Luke’s demons. 


“Better than therapy,” Luke said as he continued down the 
street at a brisk pace. 


By the time he reached the alley behind the shops 
downtown, the fall sky was starting to brighten. Luke tilted 
his head back to smell the aromatic cinnamon rolls that 
always permeated the morning air. 


It was his own stupidity that he wasn’t paying attention to 
the ground under his feet. 


When his right foot landed in an unexpected hole in the 
gravel path, Luke’s knee hyper-extended, pitching him 
forward. He fell to the ground with a howl of pain as the 
Sharp rocks dug into his hands and forearms. “Fuck!” 


Luke rolled to his back for a few moments before sitting up. 
One look at his knee had Luke shaking his head. The 
swelling had already begun. He supported the underside of 
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knee and slowly attempted to straighten his leg. It was 
painful, but he doubted he’d done serious damage. 


After a quick scan of the surrounding area, Luke realised he 
was going to have to stand on his own power unless he 
wanted to half crawl half drag himself across the gravel to 
the back of one of the buildings. 


A noise from the shadowed dumpsters caught his attention. 
“Hello?” he called, hoping for help. 


When no one answered and the alley was quiet once again, 
he decided it must’ve been a cat or some other vermin he 
didn’t want to dwell on. Clenching his teeth, Luke slowly got 
to his feet without having to use every dirty word in his 
repertoire although he did utter quite a few. 


With the majority of his weight shifted to his left leg, Luke 
began the slow process of walking down the alley. Although 
there wasn’t anything open that time of morning, he knew 
Kyle was already hard at work in the bakery. If he could 
make it to the end of the alley and across the street without 
either collapsing or crying it would be a miracle. 


Overhead, a light turned on in one of the apartments that 
lined the upper floors of the downtown shopping area. Luke 
stared up at the welcoming light. “Hello?” he shouted 
towards the apartment window. 


Several moments later, Deacon McConnell parted the white 
cafe curtains and stared down into the alley. Luke waved his 
arms over his head while trying to maintain his balance. 


He pointed towards his injured knee. 


Deacon nodded before letting the curtains fall closed. It took 
close to five minutes, but eventually the back door of Falling 
Limbs Creation s opened. “Something wrong?” he asked. 


“A hole in the road got the better of my knee. Mind if | use 
your phone to call someone to come get me?” Luke asked. 


With the aid of an intricately carved cane, Deacon made his 
way into the alley. As far as Luke knew, no one in town had 
dared ask Deacon how he’d damaged his leg. It wasn’t that 


they were afraid of Deacon, but the man definitely didn’t 
put out the kind of vibe that welcomed conversation. 


Deacon gestured towards an older model Jeep. “Stay there 
and l'Il pick you up.” 
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With the sweat drying on his skin, Luke began to shiver in 
the cold morning air. He glanced towards the dumpster 
again. Why did he feel like someone was watching him? He 
narrowed his eyes and tried to see through the darkness to 
what was hidden in the shadows. 


The Jeep pulling up beside him drew his attention away from 
the eerie feeling. He opened the door and carefully hoisted 
himself into the passenger seat. “You have a cat?” 


“Yeah,” Deacon answered. “Why?” 


Luke nodded towards the dumpster. “I heard some noises. 
Just wondered what it could be.” 


“Tabby’s inside sound asleep in my bed. Must’ve been 
someone else’s cat.” 


“Yeah, you’re probably right.” 


x k OK OX 


With his knee in a brace, Luke reported for work early 
Monday morning. He’d spent the remainder of Sunday in 
bed and stretched out on the couch, but despite the hours 
of rest, he was exhausted. For the first time since becoming 
an Emergency Medical Technician, Luke couldn’t escape an 
accident scene. 


His first stop was Leo Burkowski’s office. With the assistant 
chief on the phone, Luke waited patiently just outside the 
open door. 


“Yes, Ma’am, | completely agree,” Leo replied into the 
phone. “lIl send a few of my men over around lunch-time so 
they can get a better feel for what you need.” 


Luke’s spine stiffened. With his knee functioning at less than 
one hundred per cent, he had a bad feeling he’d be one of 
the guys sent to the school. The car accident that had 
resulted in the death of seventeen-year-old Kati Hargrove 
and the life-threatening injuries of her eighteen-year-old 
best friend, Clint Stowers had cast a dark cloud over the 
entire town. 


Leo hung up the phone before motioning Luke into his office. 
His gaze went to the heavy black Velcro brace around Luke’s 
knee. “Something you need to tell me?” 


Luke took a seat, stretching his right leg out in front of him. 
“Hyperextension, but I’m okay to work.” 
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Leo rubbed his jaw. It was only seven in the morning and 
already Leo seemed to have a five o’clock shadow. “You 
really think you can lift a backboard with a patient’s dead 
weight on it in your condition?” 


“I can do what needs to be done.” Luke knew he should’ve 
called in sick, but he needed the concentration his job 
required. He still couldn’t close his eyes without seeing what 
was left of Kati’s youthful face. 


“Principal Quigley needs help at the school. She’s called in 
Dr Pritchard and Dr Singer, but with over four hundred 


students, she needs more understanding men and women 
to help the children through this recent tragedy,” Leo 
explained. 


“I’m not the best person for the job, sir.” How could Luke 
help children deal with the death of their classmate when he 
couldn’t get himself over the accident? Luke could tell by 
Leo’s raised eyebrows that he was about to issue an order, 
one that Luke would be forced to obey if he wanted to keep 
his job. He’d never talked to anyone about his mother 
except Kenny. 


“Į lost my mother in a car accident almost twenty-three 
years ago, and |’m still not over it. Needless to say, | don’t 
think I’m the best man to help those kids deal with their 
feelings at the moment.” 


“Or, maybe you’re the perfect man to help them. There’s 
nothing wrong with being sad as long as you can help them 
understand that life must go on.” 


“Respectfully, sir, l’d really rather not. How can | look into 
their crying eyes knowing first-hand how their friend died?” 


Leo leaned further back in his chair and clasped his hands 
behind his head. “Want me to make you an appointment 
with Dr Pritchard?” 


“| don’t need a shrink. | need a hypnotist.” Luke got to his 
feet. “Can | go back to work or are you planning to fire me if 
| don’t go to the school?” 


Leo gestured to the brace on Luke’s knee. “Take a sick day. 
l'Il give Aaron a call and see if he’s had enough sleep to 
come in.” 


Spending another day on the couch didn’t appeal to Luke. “l 
really can work. | didn’t do any damage. Dr Brown just 
thought it would be a good idea to wear the brace for a few 
days.” 


“You're a pain in my ass, you Know that, Hatcher?” 
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“I’ve been told that a time or two, sir,” Luke agreed. 
“And stop calling me sir. It’s irritating.” 


“That’s why I do it,” Luke said with a grin before leaving 
Leo’s office. He made his way into the station lounge and 
eased into his favourite recliner beside Jakob. 


“Wild weekend?” Jakob asked, gesturing to Luke’s knee. 


Wild? Luke snorted. He hadn’t had sex since his thwarted 
evening with Priest. “I wish. 


Nope, | stepped into a hole while running yesterday 
morning.” 


“Ouch. That sucks, man.” Jakob tapped his fingertips on the 
arm of the chair. It was obvious he wanted to talk, but 
wasn’t sure what to say. The two of them had worked the 
Saturday night shift, so Jakob had witnessed everything 
Luke had. 


“You know there was nothing you could’ve done, right?” 
Jakob asked. 


Luke nodded before clearing his throat. Kati had died by the 
time they arrived on scene, but it was obvious she had lived 
long enough to traumatise her best friend forever. “What 


does it say about me that | wish she’d have died on 
Impact?” 


Jakob bumped his fist against Luke’s hand. “I’ve thought of 
nothing else since we cut that boy out of the car.” 


It was nice to know he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t get 
the images of that late night out of his mind. “Have you 
called the hospital to check on Clint?” Luke asked. 


“Yeah, but they couldn’t tell me much. Just that he spent 
most of yesterday on the operating table.” 


“What're his chances, did they say?” 


Jakob shook his head. “Too early to say. | thought | might 
take a trip to Sheridan tomorrow to check on him if you 
want to go?” 


Since taking the job in Cattle Valley, Luke had regularly 
checked up on victims he’d rescued. Unfortunately, visiting 
Clint in the ICU wasn’t something he felt comfortable with. 


“Sorry, I’ve already got plans, but definitely call me and let 
me know how he’s doing.” 


Luke was saved from further explanation by his ringing cell 
phone. One look at the display and his mood lightened. 
“Excuse me,” he told Jakob as he got to his feet. He walked 
across the room towards the kitchen before answering. 
“Hey.” 


“Hey, buddy,” Kenny greeted. “Just heard you were on duty 
Saturday night. Thought I’d call to see how you’re doing?” 
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“Not good,” he admitted. The truth said a lot about his 
friendship with Kenny. The two of them had been through a 
lot together, and Kenny had never let him down. “I can’t 
stop thinking about my mom.” 


“| was afraid of that. Are you working today?” 


“Yeah. Beats sitting home feeling sorry for myself. How’re 
things at the school?” Luke opened the junk cabinet and 
withdrew a package of cookies. 


“Pretty bad, but | can get away if you need to talk,” Kenny 
offered. 


“I can’t, but I’m off tomorrow. Maybe Eli would let you out of 
his clutches long enough to have a beer.” Luke took a bite of 
the generic oatmeal cookie. He liked them best once they’d 
gone soft from being opened too long. 


“Or you could come over for dinner,” Kenny offered. 


“Thanks, but I’d rather you came over for a beer. No 
offence, but I’d rather not break down in front of your guy.” 


“And is that what you feel like doing?” 


Luke shook his head. “What are you some kind of 
psychiatrist now?” He tossed the half-eaten cookie into the 
trash. 


“Nope, just a friend.” 


“Yeah.” Luke took a deep calming breath. “Why can’t | get 
over this? | deal with this kind of shit every damn day.” 


“I can’t answer that because although bits and pieces have 
gotten out about how Kati died, | wasn’t there.” 


From the kitchen, Luke wandered into the dorm room lined 
with twin beds. He sat on his usual bed and tried to push the 
memories away. “It’s all too fresh to try and analyse it.” 


After several moments, Kenny finally spoke. “I’m worried 
about you.” 


“Don’t be. I’ve dealt with this shit for years. It'll slide to the 
back burner again in a day or two.” 


“Maybe the problem is that you’ve left it on the back burner 
for too long. It’s time you deal with this shit once and for 
all,” Kenny tried to argue. 


How was he supposed to deal with the face of his dying 
mother begging him to save her? “You don’t know what 
you're talking about. Look, | gotta go. A call just came in.” 
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“With no warning buzzer? You’re a damn liar, but | love you 
anyway. Meet me at O’Brien’s tomorrow at six.” 


“Sure,” Luke mumbled. The best thing about his bond with 
Kenny was that his friend never took his temper to heart. 


“If you need to talk before then I’m only a phone call away,” 
Kenny added. 


“I know.” Luke took a deep breath. “I love you, too. You 
know that right?” 


“Goes without saying, buddy,” Kenny said before hanging 
up. 


Luke stared at his phone for several moments before 
Slipping it back into his breast pocket. Although he loved 


Kenny like a brother, there were times he needed more. 
Stretch McGee came immediately to mind. Damn he’d loved 
that traitor. He didn’t doubt that part of his current mood 
had something to do with the media reports that Stretch 
was finally separating from his wife. 


How much of a doormat was he that he secretly hoped 
Stretch would suddenly show up in town to whisk him away? 
I’m such a loser. 
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